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Campus Cravings 
A LESSON LEARNED 


Carol Lynne 


Book fourteen in the Campus Cravings Series 


Graduate student Dane Jefferson believes the sun rises with 
Magnus Sofokleous. He would do anything for the chance to 
get closer to the sexy professor. Unfortunately, Magnus is so 
busy researching the past that he doesn’t take the time to 
live in the present. 

One week before winter break, Magnus gratefully accepts 
a grant to further his research at Barrett House, a small 
plantation in Louisiana. With extenuating circumstances 
Surrounding the grant, Magnus is forced to ask his assistant, 
Dane, to accompany him. Although Dane is qualified, the 
attraction Magnus feels for the younger man makes him 
uncomfortable. 

Away from the rigours of academia, Magnus lets down his 
guard and quickly becomes sexually involved with Dane. In 
the past, Magnus has used domination to protect himself 
against the weakness of love. When Dane doesn’t accept 
the Dominant/submissive relationship Magnus has used as a 
Shield for years, he is forced to decide which is more 
important, the lifestyle or the man in his arms. 
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Chapter One 

Dane Jefferson stared at the sheet of paper in front of 
him and chewed the skin around his thumbnail. For two 
hours he’d contemplated his actions but wasn’t any closer 
to reaching a decision. 

Giving up, he reached for the phone. Although he was 
glad his best friend had finally agreed to move in with Chet, 
Dane missed having Bobby in the house. 

“Hey,” Bobby answered. 

“Busy?” Dane asked. 

“Just studying, but | could use a break. What’s up?” 


“Well, you know | need more hours of field 
experience...” Dane trailed off. 
“Yeah.” 


“How wrong would it be if | sponsored something on my 
own but didn’t tell Professor Sofokleous the grant was 
coming from me?” 

“What're you up to, Dane?” Bobby asked, his voice thick 
with suspicion. 

“I’m sitting here with a grant request form in my hands 
from Professor Sofokleous.” 

“He sent that to you?” 

“No, he sent it to the James D Barrett Preservation and 
Historical Research Institute.” 

“So why do you have it?” Bobby asked. 

“Because James Barrett is a distant grandfather. It’s 
because of him that | became interested in anthropology in 
the first place. After | found and read Professor Sofokleous’ 
book, | knew | had to study under him. Anyway, Mom gave 
me the request at Thanksgiving. She said it was something 
I'd be better suited to decide.” 

“So what’s your dilemma?” 

“Professor Sofokleous doesn’t know I’m connected to the 
Institute, and since | want to be the one to accompany him 


on the research project I’d probably have to tell him. But will 
that make him even more uncomfortable around me than he 
already is?” Dane sighed. “I don’t know what to do.” 

“How does the grant application look? Is it something 
you would approve even if you didn’t want to sleep with 
him?” 

“| honestly don’t know. He’s not asking for much money, 
but he wants to stay at Barrett House, something to do with 
getting answers to an unsolved mystery.” Although letting 
visiting researchers stay at the house wasn’t unheard of, 
Dane was uneasy. What mystery could possibly surround 
Barrett House? His ancestors had never owned slaves, so it 
had to be something involving Native Americans, Professor 
Sofokleous’ area of study. 

“Whatever you do, promise you'll be honest with him. 
You had a front row seat to the shit | stirred up with Chet 
when | tried to keep the truth from him.” 

“Yeah,” Dane agreed. “But only if | approve the grant.” 
He tried to imagine spending three weeks alone with 
Magnus Sofokleous. Shit. What if Magnus wanted to take 
someone else to assist him? “Would | be a complete loser if | 
insist he takes me with him as a condition of getting the 
grant?” 

“Umm...yes, affirmative on that.” Bobby chuckled. “Just 
go in and tell him the truth. If you want to go with him, state 
your case. He’s an intelligent man. Surely he’ll understand 
why you’re interested.” 

Dane pushed his glasses up to rest on his short blond 
hair before rubbing his eyes. “Even though | know you're 
right, | can’t help but think he'll turn me down. Lately it 
seems like he can’t even be in the same room with me for 
more than a few minutes. | don’t really see him voluntarily 
spending three weeks alone with me.” 

“You may be right, but you’ll drive yourself crazy over 
this until you man up and ask.” 


Dane noticed the time. Did he dare bother Professor 
Sofokleous at home? He could always wait until Monday, but 
with winter break only seven days away Magnus would 
probably appreciate the extra weekend to prepare for the 
trip down south. “Okay, l'Il talk to him.” 

“Good luck.” 

“Thanks. l'Il need it, both with Professor Sofokleous and 
with my mother. She has a thing about having us all home 
for Christmas.” 

“If she knows you like | do, she’ll understand.” 

Dane snorted. “You don’t know my mother. She’s the 
dictator of the family.” 

“Then you just have to ask yourself what’s more 
important, making her mad or easing yourself into Magnus’ 
bed.” 

“No brainer there.” Dane smiled to himself. “Thanks.” 

“No problem. | told you when | moved out I’d always be 
here for you.” 

“I know. | just wasn’t sure you really meant it. Other 
people have said stuff like that and then wandered away 
never to be heard from again.” 

“I’m not those people,” Bobby said. 

“Yeah, | get that. l'Il call you tomorrow, after I’ve had a 
chance to talk to Magnus.” Dane’s stomach churned at the 
idea of visiting Magnus at his home. 

“I'll be here.” 

After Bobby hung up, Dane carried the grant application 
into the bedroom with him. He chaned his clothes before 
calling the number listed on the contact section of the 
application. 

“Yes,” Magnus answered, his voice gruffer than usual. 

“Hi, Professor, it’s Dane Jefferson. Sorry to bother you at 
home, but | have something | need to talk to you about. | 
was wondering if | could drop by your house for a few 
minutes.” 

“It’s not really a good time.” 


This was precisely how he’d envisioned the phone call 
going. Magnus was trying to brush him off like he always 
did. “It’s about the grant you applied for.” 

“Excuse me?” 

Dane’s heart skipped a beat when he heard a male 
voice in the background. Of course Magnus would be 
entertaining, it was Friday night. “If you have company, | 
can talk to you about the grant on Monday,” he offered. 

“My guest isn’t important, but | fail to see how you could 
know anything about the grant request | submitted.” 

“Yes, well, that’s one of the things | wanted to discuss 
with you.” Dane could have told Magnus his connection to 
the Institute over the phone, but he knew it would be harder 
for his professor to turn him down in person. 

“Give me thirty minutes to tie up loose ends,” Magnus 
offered. 

“Yes, sir,” Dane said automatically. 

A noise came from deep in Magnus’ throat, but Dane 
couldn’t tell what it meant. Was the man already irritated 
with him? “I really am sorry for bothering you when you’re 
busy.” 

“The grant’s what’s important, nothing more.” 

“I guess l'Il see you in thirty minutes then.” 

Magnus hung up without saying anything further. Dane 
shoved the phone into the pocket of his jeans, wondering if 
he’d ever be able to get a full conversation out of his 
professor. 

* kx x OX 

“Session over. Time for you to go,” Magnus told the 
submissive he’d been training. 

Darrell, the thirty-two-year-old who was new to the 
lifestyle, stared at Magnus’ obvious erection. “Really?” 

Magnus didn’t bother to tell Darrell that the state of his 
cock had nothing to do with him. It was Dane’s use of ‘sir’ 
that had caused an immediate reaction in Magnus’ body. 


Although Magnus had asked his teaching assistant to stop 
calling him sir on several occasions, Dane still address him 
as such. Magnus seriously doubted Dane was into the 
lifestyle, so more than likely the younger man had been 
raised in a southern household. 

When Darrell continued to stare up at him without 
getting out of bed, Magnus began to lose his temper. “Do | 
need to repeat myself, boy?” 

With a dramatic sigh, Darrell swung his legs over the 
side of the bed and stood. Magnus received a measure of 
satisfaction by looking at Darrell’s bright red ass. If he’d had 
the time, he would have given Darrell a few more welts to 
remind him that insubordination wasn’t tolerated. 

Instead, Magnus headed for the bathroom. “Let yourself 
out.” 

“Yes, sir,” Darrell said, reaching for his suit pants. 

It didn’t surprise Magnus that Darrell’s use of sir didn’t 
stir him in the slightest. It had become harder and harder to 
find a sub he actually yearned to dominate. An image of 
Dane naked and bent over his desk came to mind as 
Magnus stepped into the shower. Fuck. 

Magnus reached down and wrapped his hand around his 
cock. He couldn’t even be in the same room with Dane for 
more than five minutes without the urge to order him to his 
knees. 

Magnus released his cock. He hated that thoughts of 
Dane could make his control slip. It was the primary reason 
he’d given Dane the job as his teaching assistant. Playing 
around with college men at the club was one thing, but he 
had a strict rule about not fucking students he taught. 

When he'd discovered Dane’s intention to remain at the 
college to obtain his postgraduate degree, Magnus knew he 
had to put some walls into place. Although seeing Dane ona 
daily basis had become almost unbearable, in his mind 
Dane was off limits. 


Magnus finished washing before turning off the water. 
He opened the glass door and was surprised to find Darrell 
standing in the doorway. The anger that had been building 
towards himself was unleashed on the accountant. “I told 
you to get out,” he growled. 

“I know, but we usually set another time before | leave,” 
Darrell explained. 

In that moment, Magnus was able to see that Darrell 
had just been a poor substitute for the man he really 
wanted. “I think this arrangement has run its course. I’m 
sure you won't have a problem finding someone else to take 
up your training.” 

“But...| thought we had something special.” 

Naked, Magnus took a step forward, towering over 
Darrell. “Your mistake. | told you up front | don’t get 
emotionally involved. Yes or no?” 

Darrell looked down at the tiled floor. “Sure, but...” 

“Nope. Stop right there. I’m a man who means what he 
says.” Magnus wasn’t a completely heartless ass. “Sorry | 
let it go on between us as long as it did. | should’ve seen it 
sooner.” 

Darrell turned and walked out of the room, leaving 
Magnus to wonder why he bothered having sex at all. 
Although he enjoyed the physical act, the drama most men 
brought to the bedroom wasn’t worth it. 

No matter how hard he tried, he would never 
understand why someone would willingly weaken 
themselves by allowing their emotions to lead them around 
by the nose. As a boy, he’d witnessed his father push and 
order his mother around in the name of love, stupid woman. 
She should have shoved a knife in her husband’s gut and rid 
herself of the burden. Instead, she’d taken her heartache 
out on Magnus. Ninety per cent of the time, Magnus’ father 
would disappear for a few days after a big fight, leaving a 
bitter and angry wife behind. 


Once Magnus was old enough to fend for himself it 
hadn’t been nearly as bad, but memories of being so hungry 
he’d often resort to eating the dog’s food continued to 
haunt him. By the time he was a teenager, he’d become an 
expert at living life without emotional entanglements. 

After the front door slammed shut, signalling Darrell’s 
departure, Magnus crossed the room to his dresser. He 
started to reach for a clean pair of jeans but stopped and 
opened his closet instead. Magnus selected a crisp, freshly 
starched white dress shirt and pair of olive green cotton 
pants and tossed them onto the bed. It was important to 
keep their professional relationship intact. 

Magnus dressed quickly before running a brush through 
his drying hair. Curls had begun to form, signalling it was 
time for a cut. He much preferred the sleek black waves to 
the curls that reminded him of the boy in the mirror so long 
ago. 
By the time the doorbell rang, Magnus had pulled 
himself together. He shut the door to the bedroom and took 
a quick glance around the living room. Thankfully, his 
sessions with Darrell hadn’t included wining and dining him, 
so the room was still in pristine order. 

With his small wire-rimmed reading glasses in place, 
Magnus opened the door. “Come in, Dane.” 

Dane entered the house, his battered leather messenger 
bag slung over his shoulder. “Thanks. Sorry for interrupting 
your evening.” 

Magnus pointed Dane towards the sofa as he took a seat 
in his large leather recliner. “I’ve already told you, you didn’t 
interrupt anything important. Now, what is this about the 
grant application | submitted?” 

Dane set his bag on the floor beside his foot and 
removed a thin red folder. He fingered the pages inside 
before clearing his throat. It was clear to Magnus that the 
man was nervous. 


“My mother passed your application on to me. She 
usually deals with this sort of thing, but she recognised your 
name and thought it would be best for me to handle it,” 
Dane began. 

“I| don’t understand. Does your mother work for the 
Institute?” 

“Yes and no. You see, James D Barrett was my fourth 
great-grandfather on my mother’s side. Mother, along with 
my two uncles, is on the board of directors at the Institute.” 

Magnus stared at Dane. He’d known Dane came from a 
wealthy family, but he had no idea his teaching assistant 
was connected to the Barrett fortune. “I didn’t realise that.” 

Dane set the folder on the coffee table. “I have a couple 
of questions about the application before | can approve it.” 

“Okay.” Magnus scooted to the edge of the chair and 
rested his forearms on his knees. 

“Well, my question is twofold, really. First, l’d like to 
know what you'd be looking for at Barrett House? Second, 
would it be possible for me to assist you in your research? | 
need the field hours, and, as you can imagine, this is 
something | have a vested interest in.” 

Magnus took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes before 
resettling them. It was a risk to tell Dane what he'd already 
discovered, but it might prove an even greater risk to work 
alongside Dane in the field. “Do my answers determine 
whether or not | receive the grant?” 

Dane sat up straighter on the couch. “I really want to 
assist you on this, Professor, but I’m not so self-centred that 
| would turn the grant down because you don’t want me 
there.” 

Magnus wondered what Dane would say if he knew how 
much he was wanted, but it was too dangerous. “I can 
answer part of the first question.” Magnus stood and 
retrieved a box from his floor safe, carefully setting it on the 
table beside the red folder. He lifted the lid to reveal a 
ceremonial necklace. “I came across this last summer while 


visiting an elderly MOWA Choctaw woman in Alabama. She 
agreed to give it to me with the promise that it never be 
sold and will eventually be put on display for all to enjoy.” 

Dane leaned closer. Shaking his head as he examined 
the beadwork, it was obvious he’d studied enough Native 
American history to identify the problem. “Have you had this 
authenticated?” 

Magnus knelt on the floor beside the coffee table. “The 
beads are over a hundred years old, but the secret of who 
strung them together remains a mystery.” 

Magnus never tired of studying the ceremonial necklace. 
Built in intricate rows of beadwork, four Native American 
nations were represented, something Magnus had never 
before heard of. He glanced up at Dane. “According to the 
woman, the piece had been handed down through her 
family for generations. Unfortunately, the story behind it 
was lost except for a few details.” 

“Which are?” Dane asked, making eye contact. 

Magnus took a deep breath. “The necklace came from 
the sole survivor of a tribe living on the Barrett plantation.” 

“Do you believe her?” 

“I’ve got no reason not to. Forgive me, but it’s always 
seemed strange to me that your family would fund a Native 
American history institute when, as far as my research goes, 
you're family’s about as white as they come.” 

“Mother believes it’s because James Barrett befriended 
a local tribe and was furious when the government drove 
them out of Louisiana. According to her, James promised 
them a piece of their history would always remain in the 
bayou.” 

Magnus nodded. “I believe they left more that has yet to 
be discovered.” 

Dane looked at the necklace again. “Okay, | agree it’s 
something that should be explored further. l'Il see that the 
grant is approved.” Dane picked up the folder and put it 
away. “Umm...about the other thing...” 


“PIL think about it,” Magnus answered, cutting Dane off 
before he could continue. 

Dane stood and shouldered his bag. “There are areas of 
the plantation that aren’t open to anyone but family 
members.” He met Magnus’ gaze. “It would be in your best 
interest to have me along.” 

Magnus narrowed his eyes. Although Dane was clearly 
challenging him, Magnus found it enlightening. Perhaps 
Dane wasn’t the pushover Magnus had always assumed him 
to be. “Like | told you, l'Il think about it.” 

“Okay. My uncle Fallon lives in Morgan City. l'II call him, 
and have him prepare the Barrett House for your arrival. The 
Institute will be closed to the public from December 18t" to 
January 9t”, but there will still be maintenance workers there 
on and off during that period.” 

Magnus walked Dane to the door. “Thanks for the 
grant.” 

Dane stepped outside into the bitter cold evening. “l 
envy you,” he mumbled. “Sure would be nice to get a break 
from this weather for a few weeks.” 

“Don’t try so hard, kid,” Magnus growled. “I'll give you 
my answer on Monday.” Magnus watched Dane until he 
made it to his sleek Mercedes sports car. The damn thing 
probably cost more than Magnus’ house. 

Magnus shut the door and locked it before grabbing a 
beer out of the refrigerator. It was going to be a long 
weekend. 


Chapter Two 

Magnus did his best to avoid Dane on Monday morning, 
but by afternoon he knew his time was growing short. He’d 
racked his brain all weekend, trying to come up with a good, 
work-related excuse not to take Dane with him to Louisiana. 

Magnus prided himself on keeping his personal life at 
home. Dane’s request was business, not personal, and 
Magnus needed to conduct himself accordingly. If he left his 
personal desires for Dane out of the decision, he knew it 
made sense to take Dane. Not only would another pair of 
eyes help in the search, but also Dane’s familiarity with the 
island on which the plantation sat could prove invaluable. 

When the knock on the door came, Magnus took a deep 
breath. “Come in.” 

Dane, looking like a complete nerd in his khaki pants 
and argyle sweater vest, entered the office. He stood just 
inside the door and adjusted his glasses. “Sir, did you have 
time to consider who you'll take with you on Friday?” 

Once again, Dane’s use of ‘sir’ had an immediate effect 
on Magnus’ body. “I’m getting damn tired of telling you to 
stop calling me that.” 

“Sorry.” Dane’s head lowered. 

Fuck! Magnus took the opportunity to reach under his 
desk and readjust his cock to a more comfortable position. 
As he continued to stare at Dane, one thing became 
perfectly clear. He would never be able to work in the field 
with Dane and keep his hands to himself. Maybe it would be 
better to work Dane out of his system while they were away, 
rather than spend the next two years driving himself crazy. 
If something did happen between them in Louisiana, 
Magnus would just have to make it clear it would be over by 
the time winter break ended. 

The more Magnus thought about it, the more he liked 
the idea of spending his days researching the Barrett 


plantation and his nights fucking Dane. “I'll leave right after 
| turn in final grades on Friday. Be ready to go or you'll stay 
here.” 

Dane’s expression brightened. “You mean it? Really?” 

Magnus leaned his forearms on the desk. “Let’s get 
something straight. | never say anything | don’t mean. Now, 
you should get going on those tests that need to be 
graded.” 

“Yes, sir...” Dane shook his head. “Sorry, Professor.” 

Dane turned and opened the office door. Unfortunately, 
he misjudged and kicked the edge of the door, which 
bounced back and nearly hit him in the face. 

Magnus quickly covered a chuckle and looked down at 
the paperwork in front of him as if he hadn’t seen the 
clumsy move. He glanced up again once he heard the door 
shut. Dane was too damn cute for his own good. Magnus 
hoped he could keep his hands off his newest field assistant 
long enough to get some work done. 

* k k OK 

Dane spent the next four days grading papers, taking 
two final exams and packing. As he stood over his open 
suitcase, he tried to imagine what kind of clothes he’d need 
for the weeks ahead. 

He’d worked on field locations before, but never with 
Professor Sofokleous. Of course, the other consideration was 
the terrain in which they’d be working. The Barrett 
plantation was an island, often referred to as a hummock, 
surrounded by a series of slow-moving rivers and streams. 

As far as Dane knew, the island had only flooded three 
times since Barrett House was built. Although most people 
called it a plantation, the Barrett property never really 
produced enough rice to warrant the name. Dane believed it 
was the palatial yellow house on stilts more than anything 
that had given the island its name. 


Going back to the clothes he’d selected, Dane took out 
all but one pair of khaki pants and replaced them with jeans. 
Not the designer jeans his mom insisted on buying him, but 
good old-fashioned Levis. There was something about the 
feel and fit of broken-in Levis that the expensive jeans 
lacked. 

He tossed in some V-neck T-shirts and a few long- 
sleeved shirts—in case the weather turned cool—and a 
heavy red sweatshirt. Whether the professor would approve 
of his attire, Dane had no way of knowing, but he wasn’t 
about to call him and ask what he was wearing. He may 
have discussed his clothes with Bobby on occasion, but 
Bobby didn’t give a shit that Dane was neurotic at times. 

“What do you think, Ares?” he asked the German 
Shepherd, sleeping peacefully beside the bed. 

Dane continued to stare at the suitcase, second 
guessing himself once again. “Oh, hell.” He picked up the 
phone and called his best friend. 

“Helloooo,” Bobby answered in a sing-song voice. 

“You're in a good mood.” Dane collapsed on the bed 
beside his suitcase. 

“Why shouldn’t | be? We’re picking Mom up at the 
airport in a few hours and Chet asked me to go without 
underwear for the drive. You know what that means?” 

Dane laughed. “Yeah, the two of you will be lucky to 
make it to the airport in one piece.” 

“Sure, it’s a risk, but you gotta admit, there’s nothing 
better than getting a handjob in the car. Well, unless it’s a 
blowjob, but Chet draws the line at a handjob, so lIl take 
what I can get.” 

Dane couldn’t admit to anything. He’d never had a 
boyfriend that he’d ridden around with, so he wouldn’t have 
a clue if a handjob in the car was as exciting as Bobby made 
it out to be. Although Dane was indeed a fan of giving 
blowjobs, he couldn’t imagine doing it while someone was 


trying to drive. It all sounded incredibly dangerous and 
stupid. “l'Il take your word for it,” he finally answered. 

Bobby laughed. “Oh, you wait, someday soon that big 
Greek of yours will be driving you somewhere and his cock’ll 
be right there and you won't be able to stop yourself.” 

“Have you even met Professor Sofokleous? | seriously 
doubt he’s the kind of guy who gets off on sex in the car.” 
Dane crossed his legs and squeezed them together. He 
refused to touch his hardening cock while on the phone with 
Bobby. 

The question set Bobby off into another round of 
laughter. “Dude, how can you claim to be in love with 
Magnus if you know nothing about him? I’ve got this kid in 
my marketing class who told me Magnus was the best fuck 
in the whole town. Apparently he really gets off on spanking, 
so I'd watch my ass if | were you.” 

Dane was completely offended that other students were 
discussing the Professor’s personal life. “The guy’s a liar. 
He’s probably never even met Professor Sofokleous.” 

Bobby’s laughter faded away immediately. “Dane? He 
was talking about D/s, ya know, Dominance and submission. 
Evidently, Magnus is into that shit. I’m sorry, | thought you 
knew.” 

Although Dane had been sheltered from anything left of 
centre for most of his life, he knew there were people out 
there who got off on role-playing and stuff like that. He 
wondered how far into it the Professor was. Dane rolled his 
eyes. He knew if he ever hoped to get into Magnus’ bed, he 
needed to think of him as something other than his 
professor. He has a name, use it, he told himself. 

The idea that Magnus would somehow try to control him 
didn’t sit well with Dane. It had taken him years to break out 
from under his family’s thumb and he wasn’t about to let 
someone else dictate his life for him. 

“You there?” Bobby asked. 


“Yeah, I’m here.” Dane decided to change the subject. 
“Im packing and | wanted your opinion on jeans and T- 
Shirts. You think they’re enough or should | pack nicer stuff, 
too?” 

“When in doubt, toss in a pair of slacks and maybe a 
jacket. You can wear them with a T-shirt if you have to. At 
least it would be good enough to get you into most places 
should the need arise. What’s Professor Sofokleous taking?” 

“I| don’t know. I’m afraid to call and ask him,” Dane 
admitted. 

“But if you need something special wouldn’t it be better 
to find out now rather than later?” 

“Yeah.” Dane tossed it around in his head for a few 
moments. “Okay, l'Il give him a call.” 

“Good, boy. You still coming over tomorrow night for 
popcorn and movies? My mom’s anxious to meet you.” 

“I'll be there. I’ve got to bring Ares by anyway. Thanks 
for watching him for me while I’m gone.” 

“I’ve been looking forward to it. See you around six.” 

Dane hung up and immediately called Magnus. 

“Yes, Dane,” Magnus answered. 

“How’d you know it was me?” 

“Because your name popped up on caller ID. What can | 
do for you?” 

“Oh, jeez, why didn’t | think of that?” Dane slapped his 
palm against his forehead. “Umm, okay, | was wondering 
about clothes and what you’re wearing?” 

“At the moment? Nothing,” Magnus said, a chuckle in his 
voice. 

Dane felt his face heat. Could this be any more 
awkward? “No, | mean, I’m packing and I’m not sure if jeans 
and T-shirts are okay.” 

“That’s what I’m packing,” Magnus said. 

“Good. | know I’m being a pest, I’m just really excited. | 
promise | won’t bother you again.” Please don’t be mad at 
me, Dane silently prayed. 


“To be perfectly honest, | was just sitting here wondering 
if | should pack something nice in case | meet your uncle,” 
Magnus confessed. 

Although Fallon was out and proud, Dane had never 
considered the possibility that Magnus might be interested. 
“I think Uncle Fallon will be in Austin with the rest of the 
family for the holidays.” 

Magnus was quiet for several seconds. “All right, then | 
guess it’ll just be the two of us. | suppose that means work 
clothes are all we need.” 

Why did it sound like Magnus was sorry Fallon wouldn’t 
be around? Dane didn’t want to make an issue of it, so he 


tucked it away to worry about later. “Jeans it is. Well, l'Il let 
you get back to...whatever it was you were doing.” 
“Dane?” 


Dane took a deep breath. “Yeah?” 

“We'll be working closely for the next three weeks and it 
would help if you could learn to relax.” 

Relax? How in the world would Dane be able to relax 
when his body remained on high alert around Magnus. He 
brushed the front of his sweats with the palm of his hand. 
Yep, despite feeling awkward and inferior during his 
conversation with Magnus, his body had still reacted 
predictably. 

“Did you hear me?” Magnus prompted, obviously 
expecting an answer. 

“Vl try.” 

“| have to post grades tomorrow, but | should be ready 
to leave in plenty of time to make our two o'clock flight. 
We'll leave straight from my office, so be there by noon,” 
Magnus said before hanging up. 

Dane glanced at the clock after the call ended. He had 
exactly fifteen hours to learn everything he could about the 
D/s lifestyle. Despite what he’d told Bobby, Dane knew very 
little about it except what he’d seen in the occasional porno, 
but he had heard the term ‘sir’ used in them. He wasn’t sure 


if he’d like what he’d find, but at least he’d go into it with 
his eyes wide open. 

Dane tossed the phone onto the bed. He headed 
downstairs to his office. Packing could wait; his education 
couldn't. 

x kx x OX 

Dane sat outside Magnus’ office in a daze. He'd 
managed to finish packing, he hoped. His head was full of 
the information he’d read online. Although he’d always 
thought of himself as a bottom, he doubted he could reach 
sexual fulfilment by allowing someone else to dominate him. 

Sure, there were some aspects of the lifestyle that 
turned him on, but the rest made him extremely uneasy. 
He’d managed to reach adulthood without ever being 
Subjected to corporal punishment. The whole idea of 
voluntarily allowing someone to spank him was absurd. He 
kept telling himself it was one aspect of Magnus’ lifestyle, 
but it was completely off limits as far as Dane was 
concerned. 

It had been only hours earlier that Dane’s dreams had 
shattered. How many years had he fantasised about what it 
would feel like to be fucked by the great Magnus 
Sofokleous? To find out the two of them wouldn’t be 
compatible in the bedroom broke Dane’s heart. He’d even 
considered cancelling his involvement in the professor’s 
research project. It was his love for anthropology and the 
Barrett family that had convinced him to put aside his 
personal feelings for Magnus and find out the truth about 
Barrett House. 

Dane jumped in his seat when the door beside him 
opened. Magnus stood over him dressed in faded jeans and 
a tight black T-shirt. Oh, hell. Despite Dane’s earlier 
decision, he felt his resolve beginning to slip. 

“Ready?” Magnus asked. 


Dane pushed his glasses up and got to his feet. No! He 
wanted to scream. “Ready.” 

“I’ve made arrangements for Professor Demakis to take 
us to the airport. He should be downstairs waiting for us.” 
Magnus retrieved his suitcases from the office before closing 
and locking the door. “Where’re your things?” 

Dane dug a set of keys out of his pocket. “I’m sorry. | left 
them in the car. | was going to offer to drive us to the 
airport.” 

Magnus chuckled. “You really think I’d be able to fit in 
that little car of yours?” 

Dane’s chin dropped to his chest and he shook his head. 
“I’m sorry. | wasn’t thinking.” 

Magnus reached out and ruffled Dane’s hair. “Don’t 
apologise. It was nice of you to offer. | shouldn’t have 
laughed.” 

The apology warmed Dane more than he cared to admit. 
“I'll just run and get my suitcases and meet you out front.” 

“No need. I’m sure Alec won’t mind driving around to 
the student parking lot.” Magnus hoisted two large, olive- 
green duffle bags, one on each shoulder, and headed down 
the hall. 

Dane had to jog to catch up to his mentor. He followed 
Magnus downstairs to the front of the building where Alec 
and Max were waiting. Except for seeing them at a 
barbecue before school had started, Dane didn’t really know 
either of the men. 

“Do you mind driving around to the student lot to get 
Dane’s luggage?” Magnus asked, tossing his bags into the 
back of the dual-cab pickup. 

“Not at all,” Alec answered. 

Magnus opened the door and gestured for Dane to get 
in. Dane climbed into the truck and scooted across the 
bench seat. 

“| really appreciate this,” Dane told Alec. 


Alec studied Dane in the rearview mirror for a moment 
before answering. “No problem.” 

Dane watched as Alec’s gaze swung to Magnus. “You 
sure about this?” Alec asked Magnus. 

“Just drive,” Magnus fired back. 

Dane looked at Magnus. He wasn’t sure what was going 
on between the two friends, but, whatever it was, Magnus 
seemed suddenly to be on edge. Magnus turned his head to 
stare out of the side window. 

“So, | hear you’re rich,” Max said, surprising Dane. 

“Umm...” Dane wasn’t sure how to answer. 

“Max,” Alec growled his partner’s name. 

“Sorry.” Max glanced over his shoulder. “Sometimes | 
talk without thinking it through first.” 

“That’s okay. | do the same thing.” Dane glanced at 
Magnus who was still staring out of the window. “I learned to 
manage investments when | was still in high school. 
Although my family is rather wealthy, my portfolio doesn’t 
compare to theirs. It all started in elementary school right 
after my Aunt Amelia passed away. She...” 

Dane stopped himself. Not only was the truck stopped 
beside his Mercedes SLK, but all eyes were on him. Fuck. He 
opened the door and slid out of the truck. Max hadn’t asked 
him for a breakdown of his financial situation. 

Dane opened the trunk and reached for his leather 
Suitcases. He used to blame his parents for his awkwardness 
around other kids, but somewhere between his freshman 
and sophomore year of college he’d realised he simply 
wasn’t interesting enough to fit in with most people. Now, 
not only would Magnus realise it, but so would Max and 
Alec. 

“You need help?” Magnus asked, reaching for Dane’s 
luggage. 

Dane shook his head. “Thanks, but | can get them.” He 
hoisted both suitcases out of the trunk. “I’m sorry if | 
embarrassed you in front of your friends.” 
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Magnus’ jaw muscle twitched. “You didn’t. Let’s just get 
going or we'll miss our flight.” 

“Yes, sir.” Dane allowed Magnus to take one of the 
suitcases. He silently cursed himself for using the formal 
address, but it had been drilled into him as a child. 

Magnus paused in the process of stowing the luggage. 
He stared down at Dane like a hungry man looking at a juicy 
steak. 

Dane’s body reacted predictably. Damn his traitorous 
cock. 

Alec honked the horn, breaking the spell between them. 

Magnus finished with Dane’s suitcases before opening 
the door. “After you.” 

Like he had earlier, Dane climbed in and scooted over, 
putting himself on the opposite side of the truck. He was 
glad he didn’t have Alec’s eyes on him all the time; let 
Magnus deal with the concerned looks for a change. 

x KK XK 

With his eyes closed, Magnus grabbed the arm of the 
seat as the plane took off. He’d always hated flying. 
Unfortunately, in this case it was unavoidable. 

Dane leaned against Magnus’ side and spoke into his 
ear. “You okay?” 

Magnus opened his eyes and sat up. “I’m fine.” He 
cursed himself for showing weakness in front of Dane. “Just 
tired.” 

“You can lean against me if you want to sleep,” Dane 
offered. 

Magnus shook his head. “I should be working. How long 
will it take to get to Barrett House after we land and pick up 
the rental car?” 

“Depends. If Uncle Fallon arranged a boat, like he said 
he would, it'll take about twenty or thirty minutes to get to 
the dock, another half hour to the island.” Dane grabbed 


Magnus’ wrist and held it up so he could see the time. “We 
should be there by six, I’d say.” 

The simple contact took Magnus’ mind off the flight and 
put it squarely on Dane. It would be too dark to start work 
that night. Maybe the two of them could find something 
equally as pleasurable to do inside. The thought surprised 
him. In the past, his work had always come first. Sex hadn’t 
remotely compared to the thrill of the hunt. 

With Dane’s touch lingering, Magnus turned his hand 
over to brush against Dane’s. “We’ll have to start tomorrow 
then. Perhaps tonight we can use the time to get to know 
each other better.” 

Dane started to speak, but stopped to clear his throat 
before proceeding. “What did you have in mind?” 

Magnus wondered if it was too early to lay his cards on 
the table. If Dane wasn’t interested in a short-term affair, it 
would definitely make the next three weeks awkward, but if 
Dane said yes there was no reason to waste time dancing 
around each other. 

“| don’t get involved with my students,” Magnus said, 
low enough for only Dane to hear. 

“I know that,” Dane mumbled. 

Magnus moved his hand to rest on Dane’s thigh. “For 
the next three weeks, I’m a fellow anthropologist, not a 
professor. If you’re interested...?” Magnus left the sentence 
unfinished. He watched Dane’s Adam’s apple bob up and 
down several times. 

“I’m not sure we’d be a good fit for each other,” Dane 
eventually said. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

Dane took a deep breath, casting his eyes downward. 
“Your lifestyle. | don’t think it’s something | could handle. My 
parents never believed in punishing me. | don’t think | could 
handle a lover doing it just to get off.” 

“Punishing you? Is that what you think | want to do to 
you?” The insinuation that he couldn’t fuck without hurting 


someone to get off was a slap in the face. 

“| looked it up on the Internet,” Dane began. 

Magnus held up a hand to stop Dane. “That’s your first 
mistake. If you wanted to know what gets me off, you 
should have asked me.” 

“And would you have answered?” 

“Probably not,” Magnus conceded. “But I'll answer now if 
you care to ask.” 

Dane glanced around at the small plane full of 
passengers. “Later, if it’s okay with you?” 

“Fine.” Magnus settled his hands back on the armrests. 
He tried to picture Dane laid out over his lap as he used a 
paddle to warm his trim little ass. The image started to 
make Magnus hard until the Dane in his dream cried out in 
pain. Magnus quickly pushed the thought aside along with 
the way it made him feel. 

Dane rested his hand on top of Magnus’. “I’ve wanted to 
be with you for a long time. The thought just scares me, | 
guess. Please don’t be angry.” 

Magnus looked down into Dane’s eyes. “Are you a 
virgin?” 

Dane shook his head. “I’ve dated, but I’m not a slut or 
anything.” 

Magnus threaded his fingers through Dane’s. It was a 
different feeling for him. He came close to releasing Dane’s 
hand and calling the whole thing off. “We'll talk later.” 

* k k OK 

Magnus parked the rental car in the small parking lot. 
“Who’s that?” 

Dane groaned when he glanced towards the dock. Shit. 
What was Fallon doing here? “My uncle.” 

“I thought you said he wouldn’t be here.” Magnus 
pocketed the keys and popped the trunk before climbing out 
of the car. 


By the time Dane got out, Magnus was already walking 
towards the dock with both of his bags and one of Dane’s 
Suitcases. Dane grabbed the last suitcase and shut the 
trunk. It looked like Magnus and Fallon were already getting 
acquainted. 

Dane’s hopes plummeted. Fallon was gorgeous. No way 
would Magnus look twice at Dane with Fallon around. He 
started towards the small flat-bottomed boat. 

“Monkey!” Fallon called out. He stepped on to the dock 
to wrap his arms around Dane in greeting. 

Dane dropped his suitcase and hugged his uncle. “I 
thought you were going home.” 

“lam, but | thought I’d stay long enough to see you and 
get the two of you settled first.” Fallon stepped back and 
picked up Dane’s bag. “You look good.” 

“Thanks.” The moment Dane stepped into the boat he 
noticed the smirk on Magnus’ handsome face. “What?” 

“Monkey?” Magnus questioned. 

Dane shrugged. “I climbed trees a lot when | was a kid.” 
He sat on one of the three benches facing towards the front 
of the boat. He couldn’t believe Fallon had called him by the 
childhood name in front of Magnus. 

“Why don’t you turn around so | can actually see your 
face while we talk?” Fallon said, starting the trolling motor 
on the small flat-bottomed boat. 

“That’s okay, | like to see where I’m going,” Dane 
answered over his shoulder. 

“Fine. If you won’t talk to me now, l'Il just have to stay 
for dinner and catch up,” Fallon threatened. 

With a dramatic sigh, Dane turned around to face his 
uncle. Unfortunately, the new position also put his knees 
within touching distance of Magnus’. “So, how’s business?” 
he asked Fallon. 

“Good. As a matter of fact, I’ve been talking to Tony 
Bianchi about a joint venture.” 


Dane shook his head. Fallon had crushed on Tony since 
they’d gone to college together. It had been Fallon’s 
connection to Tony that had secured Dane’s purchase of 
Tony’s mansion. “Don’t forget Tony has a partner now.” 

“I know that.” Fallon grinned. “At least if he agrees to 
the deal l'Il be in place when the two of them break up.” 

Dane decided to use the moment to warn Magnus off 
Fallon. “You'll have to excuse my uncle. He’s under the 
mistaken impression that Daniel Willis isn’t right for Tony.” 

“He’s not,” Fallon argued. “How could someone as 
brilliant as Tony be content living with a potter? It’s 
ridiculous.” 

Dane glanced at Magnus. He knew Magnus was friends 
with Professor Willis and wondered if he would challenge a 
man as powerful as Fallon. 

Right on time, Magnus took his eyes off the passing 
landscape and turned his attention to Fallon. “Tony’s an 
incredibly imaginative and intelligent man. | think he and 
Daniel are perfectly suited for each other. | know they’re 
very happy, so you may be waiting a long time if you’re 
holding out for Tony.” 

Dane was impressed by the way Magnus managed to 
stick up for his friend while keeping the statement light 
enough not to offend. Regardless, Dane decided to soothe 
the pain he detected in his uncle’s eyes. “You'll find 
someone younger and hotter than Tony.” 

Fallon blinked several times before smiling. “Sure I will. | 
find them all the time. Problem is, after a few weeks | find 
out they’re only really interested in my money. | wouldn’t 
have that worry with Tony.” 

“Maybe things would be different if you actually got to 
know them first,” Dane reminded his uncle. 

“| get to know them.” Fallon winked. “Very well, in fact.” 

Without thought, Dane knocked knees with Magnus to 
get his attention. “Would you please tell my uncle there’s 


more to getting to know a person than shoving a dick up 
their ass.” 

Magnus narrowed his eyes. “I’ve never heard you talk 
like that.” 

Dane’s jaw dropped. Why did he feel like he’d just been 
scolded? Whatever the reason, Dane didn’t like it. “I’m 
trying to make a point. It would be nice if you backed me up 
on this.” 

“Why? | have absolutely no say on where your uncle 
sticks his cock. And neither do you.” Magnus trapped Dane’s 
knees between his. 

“Thank you, Magnus,” Fallon said. 

Dane stared into Magnus’ big brown eyes. Had Magnus 
scolded him because he was jealous of Fallon’s feelings for 
Tony? The two of them continued to watch each other for 
several moments before Magnus gave Dane a slight shake 
of his head. Dane wondered if his jealousy had been so 
transparent. He returned the gesture with a _ half-smile 
before breaking eye contact. “We're not in for any bad 
weather while we’re here, are we?” he asked Fallon. 

“Nope, not as far as | know.” Fallon steered the boat 
down the winding waterway toward Barrett House. 

By the time they reached the small island plantation, 
Dane couldn’t get off the boat fast enough. He jumped to 
the dock and held his hand out for his suitcases. “Can you 
pass me those, Uncle Fallon?” 

“I’ve got ‘em,” Magnus said. 

“Thanks, but | can carry them,” Dane countered. 

Magnus set Dane’s luggage on the dock beside him. 
“Suit yourself.” 

Dane grabbed the suitcases and started up the 
boardwalk to the crushed shell walkway that would 
eventually lead him to the house. He glanced over his 
Shoulder only to find Fallon and Magnus deep in 
conversation about something. With a resigned sigh, Dane 


continued on his way. He couldn’t keep the two men apart if 
they were determined to start something, so why try. 

Magnus watched Dane take off up the boardwalk 
without even telling his uncle goodbye. “I think he’s tired 
after the flight,” he told Fallon. 

Fallon stepped up on the dock to stand in front of 
Magnus. “Not sure what you have planned for my nephew, 
but if you think you can come down here and screw him 
over you’ve got another think coming. Do | make myself 
clear?” 

Magnus wasn’t intimidated easily. “Dane’s a grown man. 
Best you leave him to make his own decisions.” 

He shouldered his duffle bags and turned to follow Dane. 
A hand on his arm brought him up short. Although Fallon 
Barrett matched Magnus in size, the rich playboy didn’t 
have half Magnus’ survival skills. “I would suggest you take 
your hand off me while you’re still able to drive yourself 
back to the mainland.” 

“I could cancel the grant and send you back where you 
came from,” Fallon threatened. 

“And are you going to be the one to break it to Dane?” 

Fallon narrowed his eyes before releasing Magnus. “I 
love that little Monkey. He’s a good boy who deserves better 
than you.” 

“I| won’t argue with you there.” Magnus walked away 
with his heart in his throat. It wasn’t often he allowed 
someone to make him feel as worthless as he had when he 
was a child, but Fallon was only trying to protect someone 
he loved. Magnus could and did respect that. 


"m 


Chapter Three 

Dane struggled up the wide staircase with his luggage, 
but he wasn’t about to admit it to Magnus. “The guest 
quarters are on the third floor,” he explained as he walked 
down the second-floor hall to a smaller staircase. “It used to 
be the servants’ floor.” 

Magnus followed closely. “Didn’t we just pass about 
eight other bedrooms?” 

“Yeah, but those are part of the tour. Guests always stay 
up here. You'll like it. A lot more luxurious than the ones on 
the second level.” Dane reached the top of the stairs and 
walked down the long hallway. “When | come with my 
parents they always stick me in the smaller room, so I'll take 
the bigger one this time. You can sleep in Fallon’s.” It was 
probably a childish thing to say, but Dane said it anyway. 

Dane was surprised when Magnus followed him into the 
bedroom. He turned and looked up at the handsome man. 
“Fallon’s room is across the hall.” 

Magnus dropped his bags and wrapped an arm around 
Dane’s waist, pulling him close. “I don’t care where Fallon’s 
room is. l’d much rather stay in here with you.” 

As Magnus lowered his head, Dane knew it was a 
decisive moment. Did he push his professor away out of fear 
or sink into the arms of the man he’d worshipped for years? 

Magnus slowly lowered his head. “Trust me,” he 
whispered a moment before he pressed his lips against 
Dane's. 

Dane counted to three before dropping his luggage. He 
wrapped his arms around Magnus’ neck as he opened his 
mouth to his questing tongue. Oh. My. God. The taste and 
feel of Magnus was so much more than Dane had ever 
imagined. 

Magnus took control of the kiss, sharing his skills with an 
impressed Dane. When Dane felt Magnus’ strong hands 


grab and squeeze his ass, he couldn’t help but moan. He 
whimpered when he felt his feet leave the floor. As Dane’s 
cock was pressed against Magnus’ erection, he witnessed 
his first moment of being mastered. The kiss had only just 
begun and already he’d given his control to Magnus. Would 
he regret it? He still didn’t believe in allowing another 
person to strike him in any fashion. Dane could think of 
more enjoyable ways for Magnus to use his hands. 

Magnus withdrew his tongue and slowly lowered Dane to 
his feet. “We should talk.” 

“Now?” Dane asked. He pressed his erection against 
Magnus’ thigh. 

Magnus grasped Dane by the shoulders and took a step 
back, putting space between them. “I’m serious. Your uncle 
warned me not to hurt you, so that’s what I’m trying to 
avoid.” He walked over to the bed and sat on the edge of 
the mattress. 

“Pay no attention to Fallon. He’s probably just jealous.” 
Dane sat next to Magnus and crossed his legs under him. 

Magnus leaned over and brushed his lips across Dane’s. 
“He loves you. Even | can’t fault him for being protective. 
You don’t exactly strike me as a worldly kind of guy. 
Actually, that’s what worries me. Never, in all the years I’ve 
taught, have | slept with one of my students.” 

“Are you afraid l'Il use our relationship to get a better 
grade or something?” Dane began. He had his own 
reservations about getting involved with Magnus, but none 
of them were professional. “Because | can assure you | 
would never do something like that.” 

Magnus shook his head. “I don’t know if I’m willing to 
take that chance. I’d like the two of us to enjoy our time 
while we’re here, but | need to warn you of something. | 
don’t get emotionally involved with my partners.” 

“Why?” Dane couldn’t imagine opening himself to 
Magnus only to be rebuffed emotionally. 


“Emotion is a weakness | don’t allow myself.” Before 
Dane could speak, Magnus held up a finger. “And, I’m not 
sure what /ifesty/e you think I’m involved in, but | assure you 
no harm will come to you in my bed.” 

Dane decided to put aside his questions regarding 
Magnus’ fear of emotions and focus on the immediate 
problem at hand. “So, you’re not going to make me sit at 
your feet and call you sir?” 

Magnus chuckled. “No, | won’t make you sit at my feet, 
but feel free to call me sir while we're here.” 

“| was right. You do like it when | call you that.” 

“Of course | like it. It’s a show of respect. What man 
wouldn’t want a verbal reminder of where he stands with a 
lover?” 

“You mean you're not into the whole D/s stuff? But you 
hang out at that club.” 

Magnus stood and walked to the window. “Have you 
ever been in Lucky’s?” 

“Of course not. | know what goes on there.” 

“Then you know it’s nothing but a place to hook up for 
uncomplicated sex.” Magnus rested his palms on either side 
of the window, refusing to look at Dane. “Like-minded men 
who let me set the rules when we're together. | need that.” 

Dane climbed off the bed. “Why do you need that?” He 
didn’t expect Magnus to answer, but he had to ask. 

Magnus pushed away from the window and turned to 
stare down at Dane. “Because they let me fuck them 
without asking questions,” he grumbled. “Maybe you should 
try it.” 

Dane held his hands up in surrender. “Fine, but we’re not 
at the club and I’m definitely not one of your boys you can 
order around.” He picked up his luggage and turned towards 


the door. “VIl take Fallon’s room.” 
* k OK * 


Magnus found Dane on the expansive porch that 
surrounded the house. He’d managed to wait over an hour 
before going in search of the little pain in the ass. “Mind if | 
join you?” 

Dane continued to stare out over the lush grounds. “Suit 
yourself.” 

Magnus took a deep, calming breath as he eased into 
one of the rattan rocking chairs. He wasn’t used to 
explaining himself and resented the present urge to do so. 
Why was he breaking all his longstanding rules for the man 
beside him? “I survived my childhood by erecting walls. | 
need them.” 

“What happened when you were a child?” Dane asked, 
finally looking at Magnus. 

Magnus shook his head. He wasn’t ready or willing to let 
Dane into that portion of his life. “Let’s just say my 
childhood was nothing like yours.” 

“So where does that leave us?” 

“That depends. Will you be satisfied with the next three 
weeks? Because that’s all | have to offer.” 

“I’m sorry.” Dane stood. “It’s not in me to settle for less 
than | deserve. When you can drop the bullshit, let me 
know.” 

A sense of inferiority began to creep its way inside 
Magnus. “No!” he shouted, exploding out of his chair. “You 
will not talk to me that way.” He pushed Dane against the 
side of the house, trapping him with his body. 

Magnus stared down into Dane’s wide, frightened eyes. 
He hadn’t even begun to let Dane see the real man he kept 
hidden and already Dane was afraid of him. 

“I thought you said you’d never hurt me,” Dane said. 

Magnus closed his eyes and rested his cheek against the 
side of Dane’s head. He felt like his insides were twisting 
into an unbearable knot of need. What surprised him was 
the source. The need to comfort Dane, to hold him, was 
more than Magnus could deny. “I won’t,” he promised. He 


knew of only one way to keep his word. After kissing the 
side of Dane’s head, Magnus stepped back. “You were right. 
You deserve better.” 

Magnus took the porch steps two at a time until he 
reached the spongy green grass. Although the sun had 
already set, the grounds were illuminated by high-tech 
landscape lighting, allowing Magnus a safe escape. 

Travelling along the narrow asphalt path, he eventually 
found a stone bench. “What’s happening to me,” he 
whispered to the thick night air. It was obvious his control 
was Starting to slip where Dane was concerned. Magnus 
studied the surrounding area. He might be better off 
remembering why he had applied for the grant in the first 
place. 

* kx x x 

After a fitful few hours of trying to sleep, Dane decided 
to spend the night in the library. The room had always 
brought him peace. Maybe it was the soft furniture or the 
smell of old leather books; whatever it was it felt like home 
to Dane. 

He stretched out on the dark red leather sofa and stared 
at the wall of books. There was another building on the 
island that housed the research material and artefacts 
collected by the Institute, but the house had remained 
intact. The occasional book was borrowed from James 
Barrett’s personal library, but for the most part the 
collection was just as James had left it. 

Dane wondered if there was anything on the shelves 
that would tell him about the necklace Magnus had been 
given. Magnus. Dane swore he'd never be able to forget the 
pain he’d detected in Magnus’ dark brown eyes. Whatever 
had happened in Magnus’ childhood had followed him into 
adulthood. It felt strange to see a crack in the professor’s 
iron control, but Dane had no doubt he’d witnessed it when 
he’d been pressed against the house. 


Unfortunately, Magnus had fled before Dane could 
verbalise the way it made him truly feel. He should have 
been afraid. Magnus was almost twice his size, yet all Dane 
had felt was excitement at the prospect of being taken to 
bed by the handsome professor. Too bad he’d acted like a 
frightened child instead of the man he wanted Magnus to 
see him as. 

This is my chance. If I let the next three weeks slip 
through my fingers, lIl always wonder what could have 
been. Dane got to his feet and retied his bathrobe. He made 
his way up the staircase and into Magnus’ room. 

Dane stood over Magnus’ sleeping form. Bared to the 
waist, Magnus’ body was perfection hidden under a blanket 
of short black hair. Unable to resist, Dane reached down and 
trailed his fingers through the soft curls. 

Magnus stirred and opened his eyes. “What’re you doing 
in here, Dane?” 

Dane let his robe fall to the floor, exposing himself to 
Magnus. “I couldn’t sleep,” he said, turning on the small 
bedside lamp. Dane climbed onto the bed and straddled 
Magnus’ body, seating himself on his groin. “I don’t need to 
understand your past to know | want you.” 

Magnus settled his hands on Dane's hips, his thumbs 
brushing his pubic hair. “I thought | scared you.” 

“The only thing that scared me was how much | wanted 
you to tear off my clothes and fuck me right there against 
the house.” Dane should’ve been mortified that he’d just 
admitted that but, instead, the hardening cock under his ass 
empowered him. He decided to push Magnus further. 
“Promise that sometime within the next three weeks you'll 
fuck me like you wanted to earlier.” 

Magnus’ hand moved to stroke Dane’s cock. “You sure 
you can handle that? I’m not known for my gentle nature 
when it comes to fucking.” 

Dane’s teeth scraped his bottom lip as he eased down to 
lie on top of Magnus. He pushed the blankets off Magnus 


with his feet. A sigh escaped Dane's lips when he felt the 
full length of Magnus’ impressive erection against him. “I 
think I’ve died and gone to heaven,” he mumbled. 

Magnus wrapped his arms around Dane and rolled them 
both until he was on top. Staring down at Dane, Magnus 
began to roll his hips, grinding his cock against him. He 
lowered his mouth over Dane’s and thrust his tongue inside. 

As the kiss deepened, Dane slid his legs around Magnus’ 
waist. With a grunt of satisfaction, Magnus grabbed Dane’s 
ass. He broke the kiss and whispered, “You sure about this?” 
against Dane’s lips. 

Dane tilted his head further back, giving Magnus access 
to his throat. “I’m sure.” 

Magnus’ mouth latched on to the soft skin of Dane’s 
neck. Oh my God! Dane had never felt anything like it. /’m 
getting my first hickey, he wanted to scream. 

After several moments, Magnus released the suction on 
Dane’s neck. “Perfect,” he said, reaching for the nightstand. 
He rolled off Dane and opened the drawer, withdrawing a 
condom and small bottle of lube. 

With his hair mussed, and his lips swollen from kissing, 
Magnus was even more drool-worthy than ever. Dane 
stretched his arms over his head, feeling rather giddy. “So, 
do you give hickeys to all the guys you sleep with?” 

Magnus paused in the process of dripping lube onto his 
fingers. “I don’t sleep with the men | fuck.” He looked 
towards Dane’s cock. “Although | plan to make an exception 
with you.” 

“So, that’s really all this is to you? Just a fuck?” Dane 
had known going in that Magnus wasn’t promising anything 
beyond their time in Louisiana, but it still hurt to hear. 

Magnus settled beside Dane and propped his head on 
his hand. “If you need something more, then I’m not the 
right man for you.” 

There was something in Magnus’ expression that didn’t 
look right. “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?” 


Dane asked. 

Magnus narrowed his eyes. “You’re the one who came 
in, begging to be fucked. If you’ve changed your mind, just 
Say SO.” 

“No.” Dane sobered. “I haven’t.” 

“Good, then no more talking.” 
asshole with a slicked finger. 

Lying spread-eagled on the bed, Dane suddenly felt like 
Magnus was readying him for a prostate exam. He stared at 
the handsome face he’d grown to love and wondered why 
Magnus’ touch felt so different than it had earlier in the day. 

It wasn’t until Dane studied Magnus’ eyes that he 
suddenly knew the answer, but by then Magnus had worked 
a finger deep inside him. “Stop,” Dane said. 

“What?” 

Dane slapped at Magnus’ chest and tried to squirm 
away. “Just stop.” He rolled off the bed and landed on his 
butt. 

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Magnus asked. 

Dane scrambled to reach his robe and put it on before 
standing. “I can’t. | thought | could take whatever you had 
to give, but | like you too much to be just another number.” 

“You're not...” Magnus began. 

“Don’t,” Dane cut him off. “Your touch is...clinical. It’s 
like there’s absolutely no emotion behind it at all. Hell, | 
might as well be any other man you picked up at the club.” 
He rubbed his chest to soothe his breaking heart. “I just 
wish...” Dane shook his head and headed out of the room. 
“Forget it. l'II see you tomorrow.” 

* kx x x 

Showered and shaved, Magnus went in search of his 
assistant. The project was forefront in his mind after a night 
dissecting every moment of his time with Dane in bed. It 
hadn't been the first time he’d heard a similar description of 
his technique, but he’d never let it bother him before. 


Magnus circled Dane’s 


After a thorough search of the third floor, Magnus found 
Dane asleep on a massive bed on the second floor. He 
stepped further into the bedroom and opened the heavy 
green velvet drapes. Sun filtered into the room, shining light 
on the over-the-top decor. 

The lump under the covers let out a groan, making 
Magnus smile for the first time in hours. “Rise and shine,” 
he said. 

The oil painting above the fireplace caught Magnus’ 
attention. The imposing man in the foreground wasn’t what 
caught his attention, however. It was the small solar cross 
etched into the stone behind James Barrett that captivated 
him. 

“He was pretty handsome, huh?” Dane said, sitting up. 

Magnus pointed towards the painting. “Where was this 
painted? Was it here on the island?” 

Dane appeared beside Magnus, robe securely in place. 
“Are you talking about that rock?” 

“Yeah.” Magnus studied the rest of the painting. He 
spotted an eagle hidden within the tree branches. “There, 
do you see it?” He turned to look at Dane. “He wanted 
someone to know. Why else would he commission this 
painting?” 

“Know what? | spent half my life searching this island for 
that spot. It’s not here, Professor.” 

“It had to’ve been painted nearly a hundred and 
seventy-five years ago. Landscapes can change in that 
amount of time.” Magnus pulled out his cell phone and took 
several pictures of the painting. “Get dressed.” 

“Give me five minutes to get dressed,” Dane said on his 
way out of the room. 

Magnus pocketed his phone and turned to study the rest 
of the room. He checked the other paintings, but nothing 
struck him as unusual. The heavily carved furniture was 
definitely period, but the bedding and drapes were 


obviously reproductions. He ran his fingers over the massive 
bedpost. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Dane asked from the doorway. 

“Very.” 

“It’s all one piece. Evidently James Barrett had it built 
right here in this room.” Dane walked over and started 
making the bed. 

“Why'd you sleep in here?” Magnus asked. 

Dane looked up at Magnus and smiled. “Growing up, | 
spent most of my summers here. My parents made that 
little room on the third floor mine, but it got really hot.” He 
smoothed the bedspread in place. “I used to wait until | 
knew they were asleep and sneak down here.” He pointed 
toward the French doors. “I would open those doors and the 
breeze from the balcony would blow in on the bed.” 

“Sounds nice,” Magnus murmured. He couldn’t imagine 
a childhood when the biggest problem of the day was where 
to sleep when the room got hot. No wonder he and Dane 
were so different. Magnus couldn’t help but wonder how 
differently he would’ve turned out if only he’d had Dane’s 
parents. He swallowed around the lump in his throat and 
turned toward the door. “Let’s go.” 

x k x OX 

“Have you ever been here?” Dane asked as they neared 
the Institute building. 

“Of course,” Magnus answered. 

Dane unlocked the door and preceded Magnus inside. 
Although much newer than the rest of the structures on the 
island, the Research Institute was designed and built to fit in 
with the existing buildings. “The maps are over here.” Dane 
walked into the smaller room and turned on the overhead 
lights. “Of course, these are all copies. The originals are 
stored in the vault.” 

“These’ll do. | just want to get a better feel for the 
island’s layout.” 


Dane scanned the front of the document cabinets until 
he found the one he needed. He pulled out the wide drawer 
and removed a small stack of maps. He was acutely aware 
of how near Magnus was as he sat the maps on the table 
and began to go through them. “Here it is.” Dane took a 
step back to give Magnus some room. 

Magnus put on his reading glasses and bent over the 
map. “There’s a cemetery here?” 

“Yeah, but there’s not much there: two big mausoleums, 
a garden and a statue of James Barrett. It’s one of the areas 
that’s off limits to outsiders.” 

“Can | see it?” Magnus asked. 

“Sure.” Dane moved to Magnus’ side and pointed 
towards a small strip of land across the water from the 
island. “That used to be part of the plantation, too, but it’s a 
flood area. | know the Institute used to try and keep it up, 
but it became too costly according to my mother.” 

“Is there a way over there?” 

“There’s a boat, but, like | said, if there was ever 
something over there, it’s probably been washed away by 
now.” Looking at the map, Dane tried to figure out where 
Native Americans would’ve lived if they had truly been on 
the island. “What about this?” he asked, pointing towards an 
open field. 

“My gut tells me no, but it won’t hurt to check 
everything. I’d like to go through the cemetery first, 
though.” 

Dane groaned. The cemetery was his least favourite 
place on the island. It hadn’t always been that way but 
once, while playing in one of the mausoleums, he’d 
managed to get himself locked inside the stone building 
when the iron gate had slammed shut. Surrounded by the 
burial chambers of his ancestors, the seven-year-old Dane 
had been trapped for almost six hours. It wasn’t until he’d 
missed dinner that his family had begun to worry. After his 


rescue, his mother had made him promise never to go near 
the cemetery again. 

It’ll be different this time, Dane told himself as he led 
Magnus towards the cemetery. Not only was he years older, 
but he’d have Magnus with him. He left the crushed shell 
path and headed for a stand of trees. It was an area of the 
plantation that had reverted back to its natural state. 
According to his uncle, the family would rather the public 
didn’t venture into the private area, so they’d done their 
best to make it unappealing. 

“It’s just beyond these trees,” Dane said. 

“No wonder | didn’t know the cemetery existed.” 

“That’s the idea.” Dane produced a ring of keys from his 
pocket and unlocked the gate to the iron fence that 
Surrounded the cemetery. By the expression on Magnus’ 
face, Dane knew what his professor was thinking. “This is a 
Catholic cemetery, so, unless the Native Americans you 
think once lived here were Catholic, they wouldn’t be here. 
Evidently James Barrett was very specific about that in his 
will.” 

Magnus stared up at the statue of James D Barrett. “He 
looks quite different than his portrait.” 

Dane nodded. “I think he commissioned it when he was 
a lot younger, right after his first wife died.” 

Magnus squatted beside the base and read the attached 
plaque. “The loss of one’s soul forever changes the beauty 
of the landscape.” With his arms still resting on his thighs, 
Magnus looked up at Dane. “He must have loved her very 
much.” 

Dane sat in the thick grass beside Magnus. “There’s no 
written proof she even existed except for what’s been 
chiselled on the outside of her burial chamber.” 

“Can | see it?” Magnus asked. 

Dane stood and led the way to the mausoleum. “Oddly 
enough, James was encased right next to her, although his 
second wife, the one who bore his sons, isn’t even in the 


Same mausoleum.” Dane pointed towards the smaller 
structure across the garden. “That’s where Mary is along 
with their children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren.” 

Dane propped open the iron gate with a large stone he 
found beside the path and stepped back, allowing Magnus 
to enter first. 

“So who’s buried in here?” Magnus asked, stepping 
inside the cool interior. 

“Just James and his first wife.” Dane ran a hand over the 
words carved into the stone as he read the inscription. “My 
beloved. Your memory will forever be my purpose. 
November 19th, 1840.” He glanced at Magnus. “We know 
James married Elizabeth ten years later but no written name 
for his first wife has ever been found.” 

“Your memory will forever be my purpose,” Magnus 
reiterated. “What was his purpose?” 

“To make as much money as possible?” Dane 
suggested. “In the years between 1840 and 1865, James 
almost tripled his net worth.” 

“How?” 

“Nothing legal, that’s for sure. The plantation wasn’t 
large enough to amass that kind of money. The best guess is 
Smuggling, but no one knows whether it was goods or 
Slaves. Whichever it was, his sons evidently learned the 
trade because they continued in his footsteps in the 1920s, 
once prohibition was signed into law.” Dane cleared his 
throat. “Of course, that’s private information. As far as the 
rest of the world knows, the Bennett family came over from 
England with a fortune and learned to invest their money 
wisely.” 

Magnus chuckled. “Good to know the Bennett family 
isn’t as squeaky clean as they claim to be.” 

Dane shrugged. “Every family has its skeletons.” 

Magnus’ smirk disappeared. “Yeah, | suppose they do.” 


Chapter Four 

Magnus sat at the dining table with his notes spread out 
in front of him. He kept going back to the inscription on 
James’ first wife’s burial chamber. Your memory will forever 
be my purpose. 

Despite Dane’s belief that making money was James’ 
purpose, Magnus felt it went deeper. James had as much as 
admitted that he’d lost his soul when his first wife had died. 
Although it would explain why he’d gone into the smuggling 
trade, it didn’t explain why there were no records of the 
woman he'd loved beyond a grave marker. What were you 
hiding? 

“It’s not much, but cooking really isn’t my forte,” Dane 
said, setting a pot of spaghetti on the table. 

Magnus stared at the food. He hadn’t asked Dane to 
prepare dinner, nor had he expected it, so why had Dane 
done it? 

“I’m sorry, would you rather work?” Dane stood and 
reached for the pot. 

“It’s fine.” Magnus reached out to stay Dane with a hand 
on his arm. “Sit.” 

Dane sank back into his chair. “What’s going on?” 

“Nothing.” Magnus jerked his hand back. “I’m just not 
used to people cooking for me.” He didn’t go into detail, 
crying on someone’s shoulder wasn’t his thing. Instead, he 
filled his plate and sprinkled some Parmesan cheese over 
the top. “How did James get the money to buy the 
plantation in the first place?” he asked, hoping to distract 
Dane. 

Dane swallowed a mouthful of food. “I don’t know.” 

“What do you mean, you don’t know? You have an entire 
research institute named after the guy. Surely you have to 
know everything there is to know about him.” 


Dane tilted his head to the side. “How far back can you 
trace your family tree? Do you know everything about your 
ancestors?” He tore off a hunk of bread. “Sorry. | think the 
family always had a little money, but I’m not sure where it 
came from.” 

Hell, Magnus didn’t even know his grandparents, let 
alone anyone beyond that. “Fair enough.” 

“Why does it matter, anyway?” 

Magnus wished he knew. None of it made sense, but he 
couldn’t admit that to Dane. He’d never known the kind of 
love James had obviously had for his first wife. “If James was 
so devastated when his first wife died, how could he 
remarry?” 

“He needed sons,” Dane said as if the answer was 
obvious. “I told you, his grandson is responsible for setting 
up the Institute. | think James knew he had to do whatever it 
took to keep the plantation going.” 

Magnus continued to eat his dinner as he thought about 
what Dane had told him. It made sense that James would do 
what was necessary to continue his line. “This is good,” he 
said around a mouthful of spaghetti. 

“Thanks. It’s my dad’s recipe. Although he used to make 
it on Wednesday night. Saturday was pizza, but | don’t really 
know how to make that.” 

“Your dad cooked?” Magnus asked. 

“Sure, when it was his turn. My parents had a chef for a 
while, but Mom said it was putting a wedge between her 
family and she wouldn’t have it.” Dane grinned. “Mom 
usually gets what she wants, so we were all forced to cook 
twice a week, Saturdays being pizza night.” 

Once again, Magnus wondered what it would’ve been 
like to grow up in a normal household. From everything he’d 
heard, Magnus doubted Dane’s dad had ever struck his wife, 
drunk or sober. “Sounds nice.” 

“Yeah, well, it might sound nice now, but, believe me, 
growing up | thought | was being mistreated,” Dane said 


before chuckling. 

“You don’t know the first thing about being mistreated,” 
Magnus snapped. He ate another bite of his dinner. 

“You're right, | don’t,” Dane mumbled. “That was a 
thoughtless thing to say. I’m sorry.” 

Magnus finished his spaghetti without looking at Dane. 
The moment the last bite was in his mouth, he stood with 
his empty plate. “l'Il do the dishes.” 

Magnus shook his head at the state of the kitchen. How 
could one man dirty so many dishes? It was spaghetti for 
cryin’ out loud. He was in the process of filling the sink with 
hot soapy water when Dane carried his plate in. 

“I'll dry,” Dane offered. 

Feeling especially vulnerable just then, Magnus knew it 
wasn’t a good idea. “You cooked. l'Il clean up.” He reached 
for Dane’s plate, but Dane held on until Magnus looked at 
him. 

“PIL dry,” Dane reiterated. “Doing trivial things with 
someone else heightens the experience.” 

When Dane pressed himself against Magnus’ side, 
Magnus quickly reminded himself of their last sexual 
debacle. “What’re you doing?” 

“I don’t know.” Dane turned off the faucet before 
insinuating himself between Magnus and the kitchen sink. 
He threaded his fingers through Magnus’ hair and pulled his 
head down. “Kiss me like you mean it.” 

Magnus closed the distance and pressed his lips against 
Dane’s. He kept the kiss tame, using just the tip of his 
tongue to tease Dane’s lower lip. / want him. The truth 
didn’t surprise him, but the emotion behind it did. He 
wrapped his arms around Dane and took the kiss deeper, 
thrusting his tongue inside. Make me feel normal, he 
prayed. 

Dane slid his hands down to untuck Magnus’ T-shirt 
before slipping them underneath. Magnus groaned at the 
feel of Dane’s touch. He broke the kiss long enough to pull 


his own shirt over his head. When he reached for Dane’s he 
knew he wouldn't be satisfied until they were both naked. Of 
course, that would lead to fucking, which meant they would 
also need the supplies that were upstairs. Shit. What if Dane 
changed his mind again? 

Before Magnus could voice his concerns, Dane leaned in 
and captured Magnus’ nipple between his lips. The exquisite 
torture drove all thoughts of worry from Magnus’ head. He 
directed Dane to the other nipple before going to work on 
Dane’s jeans. 

Dane bit down on the sensitive nub as he helped 
Magnus remove his jeans and underwear. There was 
something so erotic about having Dane naked from the 
waist down that Magnus couldn’t keep himself from 
exploring. He fondled Dane’s balls as he lowered his mouth 
for another kiss. 

Working his way around Dane’s hips, Magnus dipped his 
fingers in the hot dishwater before placing a warm finger 
against Dane’s tight pucker. 

“Oh God,” Dane moaned, breaking the kiss. “So good.” 

Magnus repeated the process, slowly relaxing Dane’s 
hole with the warmth. Dane hiked his leg up to wrap around 
the back of Magnus’ legs, obviously needing more. Magnus 
hoisted Dane into his arms and settled him on the edge of 
the sink with his ass hanging over the side. Instead of 
dipping his fingers into the water, Magnus cupped his hand 
and thoroughly bathed the crack of Dane’s ass. 

Dane buried his face against Magnus’ neck and held on 
tight, his body bucking as Magnus continued to play. “Fuck 
me,” Dane begged. 

They were the words Magnus had been waiting for. He 
grabbed Dane’s ass and lifted him off the sink’s edge. 
“Stuff’s upstairs.” As he headed out of the kitchen with 
Dane in his arms, Magnus’ middle finger pushed deep inside 
Dane’s hole. “You want my big cock instead of my finger?” 

“Yes,” Dane cried out, fucking himself on Magnus’ finger. 


“Not going to run away this time, are you?” Magnus took 
the stairs two at a time. 

Dane shook his head as one of his hands found Magnus’ 
distended nipple. He twisted the hard nub until Magnus’ 
body began to shake. For years, Magnus had fucked men 
without feeling the level of need he currently battled. 

By the time he reached the bedroom, Magnus could 
barely contain his desire. He threw Dane onto the bed and 
stripped his clothes with speed, bypassing finesse. Naked, 
Magnus reached down and repositioned Dane on his 
stomach, before tossing the supplies onto the mattress. The 
control he’d once prided himself on flew out of the window 
as Magnus buried his face against the crack of Dane’s ass. 
He ran his tongue up and down the crevice several times 
before zeroing in on the soapy-tasting pucker. 

“Magnus!” Dane screamed into the pillow under his 
head. He spread his legs farther apart and pushed against 
the invasion of Magnus’ tongue. 

Holy fuck! Magnus had never in his life been tempted to 
rim a person’s ass. Yet, he couldn’t seem to get enough. He 
slid a spit-drenched finger inside Dane’s hole as he 
continued to flick his tongue against the puckered skin. 

Dane began to writhe, as his whimpers grew louder. 
“Please fuck me.” 

Without taking his face away from Dane’s ass, Magnus 
Slid his finger out and reached for the supplies. Although 
he’d put on hundreds of condoms in his lifetime, the 
package in his hands proved difficult to open. 

Forced to use his teeth, Magnus took one more swipe of 
Dane’s hole with his tongue before sitting back on his 
haunches. He ripped open the foil packet despite his 
Shaking hands, before rolling the condom down his 
throbbing length. 

With his face still buried in the pillow, Dane reached 
back and separated the cheeks of his ass. Magnus dripped 
lube down Dane’s crack, taking the time to make sure Dane 


was stretched enough to receive his cock. “Ready?” Magnus 
asked, tossing the bottle of lube onto the bed. 

“Do it,” Dane replied, his voice muffled by the pillow. 

Magnus removed his fingers and directed the head of his 
cock to the stretched opening. As he did his best to take 
things slowly, he wiped the sweat from his forehead. He 
stared down at Dane’s hole as it stretched to accommodate 
the intrusion. Dane’s ass didn’t look much different from the 
hundred or so others he’d fucked, so why did it feel so much 
sweeter as he pushed his way in? 

A shiver travelled up Magnus’ spine as he worked the 
last few inches inside Dane’s ass. His body jerked at the 
pleasure, causing Dane to cry out. 

“Give me asec,” Dane pleaded. 

Magnus took the time to help Dane out of his shirt 
before running his hands up and down Dane’s spine. The 
longer he waited for Dane’s body to relax, the harder it 
became. He grabbed Dane's shirt off the bed where he’d 
tossed it and wiped the perspiration from his head and 
chest. 

Several moments later, Dane wiggled his ass. “Sorry. It’s 
been a while,” Dane apologised. 

Magnus withdrew his cock until only an inch or two 
remained inside before pushing back in. He found he quite 
liked the thought that Dane hadn’t been with anyone else in 
a while. The feeling propelled him as he began to thrust in 
and out, each stroke harder than the last. 

A feeling of possession began to overtake Magnus’ need 
to remain aloof. He pulled his cock out of Dane’s ass. “Turn 
around.” 

Dane glanced at Magnus over his shoulder. “You want 
me to suck your cock?” 

Magnus grinned. “No, | want to fuck you face to face,” 
he clarified. 

A surprise expression crossed Dane’s face. “Okay.” 


Magnus stared down at Dane as he changed positions. 
The dark bruise on Dane’s neck spoke of possession, and 
Magnus found he quite enjoyed the thought of that. As he 
began to fuck Dane, he decided to mark Dane every day 
until they were forced to go back to their real lives. 

Dane wrapped his legs around Magnus’ waist and tried 
to pull him down. Before giving in to Dane’s desire, Magnus 
took a moment to appreciate Dane’s leanly muscled torso. 
The thought of twenty bruises marring the pale skin didn’t 
sit well. As he lowered himself to lie on top of Dane, Magnus 
decided the bruise on Dane’s neck would have to be the 
focus of his attention. 

Dane’s short fingernails bit into Magnus’ back as the 
fucking continued. It seemed Magnus wasn’t the only one 
who liked the idea of marking. When Magnus latched on to 
the bruised skin of Dane’s neck and began to suck, Dane 
bucked. 

The warmth Magnus felt between them signalled Dane’s 
release. Free to reach for his own climax, Magnus pistoned 
his hips, driving his cock in and out of Dane’s warm, tight 
hole. 

Magnus’ stroke lost its rhythm moments before he shot 
his first load of cum into the confines of the condom. A 
momentary dream of fucking without a condom flashed 
through his mind, fuelling another volley of seed. 

By the time Dane’s body had milked Magnus’ cock dry, 
Magnus was exhausted. He collapsed to the side enough 
that he wasn’t directly on top of Dane, but was still close 
enough to allow his cock to soften inside his hole. 

As Magnus struggled to get his breathing under control, 
he shook off the idea of fucking without a condom. Never 
had he considered such a thing and the thought made him 
uncomfortable. He reached down and held the base of the 
condom as he withdrew his cock. In one smooth motion, 
Magnus tore off the rubber and climbed out of bed. 


Magnus retreated to the hall bathroom without saying a 
word to Dane. He shut the door and twisted the old- 
fashioned key that stuck out of the lock. What the hell is 
wrong with me? He tossed the condom into the toilet before 
turning on the shower. 

Heat of the moment, he tried to tell himself as he 
stepped into the shower. It had to be all the talk of James 
and the love he’d felt for his first wife. Somehow, the 
romantic notion that love really existed must’ve 
overwhelmed him. Yeah, that has to be it. 

* kx x x 

Dane heard the shower and knew that Magnus wouldn’t 
be back any time soon. He sat up and looked around the 
room, wondering what he was expected to do. Did he lie 
there and wait for Magnus to return or was he supposed to 
go back to his own room? 

The possibility that Magnus already regretted their time 
together didn’t bother Dane. Although Magnus might try to 
deny it, there had been a connection between them that 
had gone beyond the walls Magnus had built. 

Dane slid out of bed and reached for his jeans. If Magnus 
needed time to come to the same conclusion, Dane would 
give it to him. He dressed quickly and left the room. As he 
passed the bathroom door, he couldn’t help but smile. Let 
Magnus pretend he wanted nothing beyond a hard fuck. 
Dane knew the truth. 

He rubbed the bruise on his neck, made even bigger by 
their recent entanglement. Dane doubted Magnus made a 
habit of giving his one-night stands hickeys. The thought 
thrilled him. 

Instead of going to bed, Dane decided to head 
downstairs and finish the dishes. As he walked by the dining 
room table, he noticed his phone blinking, indicating he had 
a message. He grabbed it and continued on to the kitchen. 
After entering his passcode, he held the phone to his ear. 


“It’s Fallon. Give me a call as soon as you get this.” 

Dane started to panic. What if something had happened 
to his parents? He called his uncle and waited for him to 
answer. 

“Hey,” Fallon said. 

“What’s wrong?” Dane asked. 

“I did some digging on your friend, and | don’t like what | 
found,” Fallon began. 

“What?” Dane rubbed his bare chest. “You scared the 
shit out of me. | thought something bad had happened.” 

Fallon sighed. “Do you want to hear what | found out or 
not?” he asked, impatience in his voice. 

“No, and | can’t believe you had the nerve to dig into 
Magnus’ background. Do you have all the men I’m 
interested in checked out?” 

“Just the ones who are almost twice your age and in 
need of your connections to get what they want.” 

“Okay, first of all, Magnus is not twice my age, and, 
secondly, he didn’t even know | was related to the Bennetts 
when he submitted that grant request.” 

“Bullshit. Someone like the Professor doesn’t just willy- 
nilly turn in shit like that without doing some major research 
first. Hell, Dane, your name is on the fucking website. Do 
you really think he didn’t see that?” 

“What about the necklace | told you about?” Dane tried 
to argue. “I think if Mom had seen that she would’ve 
approved the grant without my okay.” 

“You’ve got no proof the necklace is authentic. All I’m 
saying is you need to be careful. The Professor’s past is too 
Shady for my comfort. Did he tell you his mom killed 
herself?” 

Dane gasped, not out of shock, but out of sorrow. “I’m 
not discussing this with you. Why’re you doing this?” 

“Because | love you, and | refuse to stand by while this 
guy uses you,” Fallon said. 


“I love you, too, but | need you to stay out of this. 
Please. | grew up the rich kid, remember? | know what it 
feels like to be used and Magnus isn’t doing that.” In the 
past, Dane had felt loved by Fallon’s overprotective nature, 
but he’d gone too far. “I’m hanging up now.” 

“Forget the wild goose chase he has you on and come to 
Austin,” Fallon pleaded. 

“I’m not going to Austin. | believe in Magnus, and I’m 
confident this is where | should be right now.” Dane heard a 
noise and turned to find Magnus standing in the doorway. 
Shit. How much had he heard? “lIl talk to you later.” 

Dane hung up before Fallon could start another 
argument. “Hey,” he said, setting his phone on the kitchen 
counter. 

“Who was that?” Magnus asked. 

“Uncle Fallon. He wants me to join the family in Austin 
for the holidays.” Dane turned back to the sink and pulled 
the drain plug. “I thought I’d wash up these dishes before 
going to bed.” 

Dane held his breath, waiting for Magnus to say 
something. He set the plug back into the sink and began to 
refill it with hot water. Strong arms wrapped around him, 
causing him to jump. 

“Easy,” Magnus crooned. 

“I didn’t realise you were so close,” he said in 
explanation. He squeezed a good amount of soap into the 
running water. “I thought you might need your space 
tonight.” 

Magnus kissed Dane’s bare shoulder. “Quite honestly, | 
don’t know what | need, but this feels nice.” 

Dane leant back against Magnus’ chest, glad Magnus 
hadn’t put on a shirt. There was something so incredibly 
sexy about a man with chest hair. He glanced down at his 
own hairless chest. It wasn’t that he was one of those guys 
who waxed; Dane just happened to be from a family of 
hairless men. Oh, if he got right down to it and counted, he 


probably had about thirty short strands of blond hair, but 
they were virtually invisible against his skin. 

Reaching around Dane, Magnus turned off the water and 
picked up one of the plates. He slowly washed the pale 
yellow china with Dane still pressed against him. “You’re 
right. Doing dishes with someone else /s more fun.” 

Dane reached to the side and pulled open the drawer 
with the dishtowels. He took the plate after Magnus gave it 
a quick rinse and dried it before setting it on the counter. 
Turning around, he began to kiss Magnus’ jaw and neck. 
“How long do you think it'll take us to finish cleaning the 
kitchen at this rate?” 

“Does it matter?” Magnus pulled his hands out of the 
dishwater and lowered Dane’s zipper. “Was your uncle 
trying to warn you about me?” 

Dane licked his lips. “He’s protective.” 

Pushing his hand down the back of Dane’s jeans, 
Magnus grunted. “I’m not after your money.” He insinuated 
his middle finger deep into Dane’s still-lubed hole. “I may 
not have as much as you do, but | make a damn good living 
for a kid from the south side of Chicago.” 

“Don’t pay any attention to Fallon.” Dane pressed his 
palms against Magnus’ chest. “I’m here with you because | 
want to be. | may be young, but I’m not a fool.” 

Magnus removed his hand from Dane’s pants and zipped 
him up. He stared into Dane’s eyes as he brushed a soft kiss 
across his lips. “I’ve never lowered my walls enough to get 
to know a lover, but | think I'd like the chance with you. 
Would you care to sit out on the porch with me for a while?” 

The request surprised Dane. Two minutes earlier they’d 
been well on their way to fucking again. He wondered what 
the sudden change in direction was about. “Sure. I'd like 
that.” 


Chapter Five 

“Oh my God! What did you do?” Dane asked. 

Magnus took his nose out of the book he was reading 
and smiled. Damn, Dane looked cute with sheet wrinkles 
still pressed into the side of his face. For days they’d poured 
over the research material found in the Institute, and 
although Magnus had found a few interesting articles, none 
of them mentioned the Native Americans who he believed 
had once shared the island. He noticed Dane looking at the 
stacks of books all around him. “Don’t worry. lIl put ‘em 
back.” 

“How’re you going to remember what order they were 
in? There were three hundred and sixty-five books on those 
Shelves.” 

“You know the exact number?” 

“Of course. My mother once told me I could read a book 
a day and not finish for an entire year.” Dane shrugged. “Of 
course, there might be one or two loaned out.” 

Magnus pulled his phone out of his pocket. “I took 
pictures of everything. Don’t worry so much.” 

Dane sat cross-legged on the floor across from Magnus. 
“I have to admit, | wondered when you were going to 
discover this treasure trove.” 

Magnus ran his hand over the red leather cover of the 
book in his lap. “The books were all mixed together, but, as 
you can see, | sorted them by subject matter.” He pointed 
towards the stacks of leather books. “The brown leather 
books are fiction, nothing really important there, but the 
rest are divided into interesting categories. Navy for 
Choctaw and black for government writings, including the 
Indian Removal Act of 1830.” Magnus held up the red book 
in his hand. “Red, now that’s where it gets interesting. 
Cherokee, Seminole, Chickasaw and Creek. All four 


represented under the same coloured binding. Why do you 
Suppose James did that?” 

Dane picked up one of the red books. “I’ve read all 
these, and | don’t remember anything out of the ordinary in 
them other than the occasional screw-up by either the 
printer or the binder.” 

“No, me neither. Not yet anyway.” Magnus added. He 
got to his feet and carried the book over to the sofa. “But | 
plan to get to every single one of them before | leave. It 
can’t be a coincidence that the four nations represented in 
these red leather books are also found on the necklace.” 

Dane moved to sit across from Magnus in one of the 
wingback chairs. 

“You don’t want to sit beside me?” Magnus had become 
used to Dane’s presence over the last five days. Actually, 
he’d come to enjoy his assistant’s company both day and 
night. 

“We both know if | sit over there we won’t get any 
reading done.” Dane chuckled. “Maybe we can take a study 
break later.” 

“Yeah, maybe.” Magnus opened the book and continued 
reading where he’d left off when Dane had come into the 
library. So far, the book hadn’t contained any new 
information, but Magnus knew there had to be a reason 
James Barrett had spent so much money to have them 
bound in special leather covers. 

Halfway through the book, he stopped reading and 
flipped to the next page. “That’s weird,” Magnus mumbled. 

“What? Did you find something?” Dane asked. 

“Not really. This page doesn’t fit in with the rest of the 
book. I’m reading about the Seminole and suddenly it starts 
talking about the Cherokees.” 

Dane nodded his head. “Yeah, lve run across that 
problem before in these books. | think whoever rebound 
them screwed up. I’m sure there’s a book somewhere that’s 
missing half its pages, but I’ve never run across it.” 


Magnus glanced at the stacks of books. “Are you just 
talking about the red ones?” 

“No. | remember reading The Adventures of Tom Sawyer 
when | was young and suddenly there was a page | didn’t 
understand at all.” Dane bit his bottom lip before shaking 
his head. “I can’t remember what it was, but | remember 
asking my mom about it at the time. She told me not to 
worry about it; that mistakes happen but it shouldn’t ruin a 
perfectly good story.” He stood and went over to the stack 
of brown leather books. “It should be here.” 

Magnus thought about what Dane had said. “What if 
there’s another book hidden within these books?” 

Dane tried to get a book out of the stack and ended up 
toppling a number of volumes onto the library floor. “Oops,” 
he said, looking at the mess he’d made. He carried a book 
over and sat beside Magnus. “I have no idea where that 
page Is, but l'Il find it.” 

Magnus marked his place with a receipt from his wallet 
before reaching for another book. He began flipping through 
the pages, looking for any inconsistencies. 

“Here it is.” Dane handed the book of Tom Sawyer over 
to Magnus. 

The first thing Magnus looked at was the page number. 
Although, according to the rest of the book, the page was in 
the proper order, it definitely wasn’t part of the story. He 
began to read the page. The sentence structure was 
definitely broken English with Muskegon thrown in. “It reads 
like a diary, but there are big gaps in the sentences like 
words have been removed before it was printed.” 

Magnus tried to piece together the gist of the text. 
“Basically, it’s talking about a tribe who agreed to sacrifice 
themselves for the good of the Indian nation that would rise 
after them.” 

“They killed themselves?” Dane asked, scooting closer. 

Magnus shook his head. “I don’t think it’s meant to be 
taken literally. See this word?” He pointed towards the page. 


“Ushta is the Choctaw word for four. Whoever wrote this had 
to be Choctaw, and we both know they were among the first 
to comply with the Indian Removal Act. Supposedly, they 
relocated willingly, something | never understood, but 
maybe that was the sacrifice the author talks about.” 

Magnus glanced at the stacks of books all around him. 
“We need to go through every one of these. Is there a 
printer in here?” 

Dane shook his head. “No, but there are several big 
ones at the Institute.” 

The responsibility of transferring an entire library of rare 
and expensive books was absurd. “Can we borrow a printer 
and bring it here?” 

“| don’t see why not.” Dane moved to straddle Magnus’ 
lap. “But maybe we could take a short study break first.” 

Magnus captured Dane’s mouth in an all-consuming 
kiss. AS excited as he was to delve into the books, holding 
Dane in his arms had become an addiction. It was wreaking 
havoc on the fortress he’d built around his heart, but for 
now he planned to enjoy every moment of their time 
together. 

* kx x x 

After a day and a half of searching through books, 
Dane’s eyes felt like they were about to fall out of his head. 
He leant back in the rocking chair and put the phone to his 
ear. He loved the view from the veranda outside James’ 
bedroom, always had. 

“Hey, stranger,” Bobby answered. 

“You're stranger than | am,” Dane teased his friend. 
“How’s Ares?” 

“I think he’s in love with the poodle next door. | keep 
telling him it’s not in the cards, but he isn’t listening.” Bobby 
laughed. 

“Poor Ares. It seems we’re both destined to love 
someone we can’t have.” Dane closed his eyes and leaned 


his head against the back of the chair. 

“Shit. So it’s not going well?” 

“The opposite. It’s going too well. He keeps telling me 
we should enjoy our time together and not worry about the 
future, but | can’t think of anything else.” A noise from 
inside the house caught Dane’s attention. “Hang on a sec,” 
he told Bobby. 

Dane walked through the French doors to find Magnus, 
his hair in total disarray, pulling drawers out of the dresser. 
“What’re you doing?” 

“I found a page that...” Magnus stopped talking and 
pointed towards the phone in Dane’s hand. “Who are you 
talking to?” 

“Bobby. l'Il finish up.” Dane turned away from Magnus 
and spoke into the phone. “I need to go. Will you be home 
later?” 

“Not tonight. We’re going to the annual Christmas party 
at Justin and Luc’s place,” Bobby said. “But you can call me 
tomorrow afternoon. Let me repeat that, afff terrr nooon.” 

“Got it. Have fun at the party. Tell Chet | said hi.” Dane 
hung up the phone and stuck it in his pocket. “Sorry, now, 
tell me why you’re destroying the dresser?” 

“I’m not destroying anything.” Magnus held up one of 
the drawers showing Dane that it was intact. “There’s a 
page in one of the books that talks about James sleeping 
with secrets.” 

Dane looked around the room. “Then it has to be in the 
bed.” 

Magnus stood and walked over to the huge custom- 
made bed. “Help me with the mattress.” 

The thought of Magnus tearing apart the bed didn’t sit 
well with Dane. “Hang on, let’s think about this.” 

“You're the one who said it was probably in the bed.” 

“I know, but destroying a one-of-a-kind antique isn’t the 
answer.” Dane began to explore the large bedposts. “Maybe 
there’s a hidden panel or something.” 


Magnus joined Dane in the search, working on the 
opposite side of the bed. “Come on, be here, damn it,” 
Magnus said, dropping to his knees. 

For a brief moment Dane thought he’d found something, 
but it turned out to be just a small split in the mahogany. 
Once he'd searched the first one without luck, he moved to 
the next post. “Can I ask you something?” 

Magnus stood and walked towards the head of the bed. 
“Sure.” 

“You’ve been acting kinda funny all day. Did you find 
something you're not telling me about?” Dane asked. 

Magnus stared at Dane for several moments before 
sitting on the edge of the mattress. “I’ve been piecing the 
pages together and | think I’ve got a pretty clear idea of 
what happened, but | need proof.” 

“So, what’s the story?” Despite his education, it all 
seemed so unreal to Dane. The island had always been a 
place to come together with his family and embrace their 
heritage, not a place of mystery. 

“Four nations sent their best warriors to this island.” 

“Why?” Dane dropped down beside Magnus. 

“I believe they had a plan to band together and rebuild 
their numbers. Remember the passage in Jom Sawyer. The 
Choctaw vowed to sacrifice themselves for the four who 
would come together and rise again.” 

“To fight the government? Do you think they really 
believed they could succeed?” 

Magnus shrugged. “What choice did they have? The 
government ordered them off their land. They were warriors 
ordered to live on a piece of dry land in Oklahoma.” 

Dane reached for Magnus’ hand. The passion behind the 
words touched him. “Would you have fought?” 

Magnus squeezed Dane’s hand. “Yes. | would. Does that 
Surprise you?” 

“Not at all.” Turning to sit sideways, Dane studied 
Magnus for several moments. “Did you have to fight to get 


out of Chicago?” 

Magnus’ spine stiffened. “I don’t talk about that.” 

“I know, but maybe you should.” Dane knew he was 
pushing. He just hoped like hell he wouldn’t regret it. 

Magnus stood. “Why? You think if | cry on your shoulder 
the past will magically be wiped away? It doesn’t work like 
that. / don’t work like that.” 

Before Dane could respond, Magnus stormed from the 
room. “Shit.” Dane started to go after him, but changed his 
mind. He spun around and looked at the portrait above the 
fireplace. His gaze immediately went to the rock in the 
background. “Do you want your secret told?” 

Dane wasn’t sure James wanted the public to know. 
James had gone to great lengths to have the story of the 
Native Americans hidden in his personal library. The leather- 
bound books downstairs hadn’t been integrated into the 
Institute’s vast library because of a request in James 
Bennett’s will that the house remain intact. 

“Give me a sign that you wanted us to uncover your 
secrets?” he whispered. 

Dane continued to stare at the painting. Instead of 
looking straight at the artist who’d painted the portrait, 
James Bennett’s head was turned in profile. Dane followed 
James’ line of sight, which landed squarely on the bed. “It 
has to be there,” he whispered. 

Moving to stand at the end of the bed, Dane studied the 
ornately carved headboard. He climbed onto the bed and 
began to run his hands over the wood. “Oh, shit.” 

The massive piece of wood did indeed hold a secret. 
One of the reliefs in the carved detailing held an actual key. 
Dane jumped off the bed and grabbed a letter opener from 
the small writing desk in front of the window. He glanced up 
at the painting. “Forgive me.” 

It took several moments, but Dane managed to work the 
key free of its hiding place with only minimal damage to the 


bed. Although the key fitted in the palm of his hand, the 
weight went beyond a physical measurement. 

“I’m taking the boat across the creek. You coming?” 
Magnus asked from behind Dane. 

Dane dropped the letter opener among the pillows 
before Magnus spotted it. Why he was holding back the 
discovery Dane had no idea, except he needed time to 
process the newest development. Still, the small strip of 
land wasn’t a safe place to wander around alone. “Let me 
get one of the guns from downstairs first.” 

“Guns? You expecting someone?” 

“Snakes, alligators, take your pick. | told you, that land 
hasn’t been maintained for years.” 

Magnus chuckled. “Do you honestly think I’d trust you 
with a gun?” 

Dane took a deep calming breath when his hackles rose. 
It wasn’t often he lost his temper, but his moments of rage 
were still discussed at the Thanksgiving table. 

“Yeah, | don’t think so,” Magnus said, an irritating smirk 
on his otherwise handsome face. 

“Shut the fuck up!” Dane exploded. “When will you get 
it through your thick skull that I’m not the enemy? And I’m 
sick of you treating me like I’m worthless. For your 
information, | started taking pot shots at frogs when | was 
five, the year | received my first bb gun.” Dane pushed past 
Magnus and out of the room. 

As torn as he was between helping Magnus discover the 
truth and keeping it buried, the last thing he was in the 
mood for was Magnus’ ongoing mistrust. He went to his 
room and pulled his suitcases out of the closet. 

“What're you doing?” Magnus asked from the doorway. 

“Leaving,” Dane stated. “I know | begged you to bring 
me here, but it doesn’t feel right any more. / don’t feel right 
about what we’re doing.” 

“| don’t want you to leave, but | need you to tell me why 
you're questioning the project.” 


“I’ve wanted to be an anthropologist since | was in junior 
high. | always thought it would be exciting to find out about 
people and cultures from our past, but now...” Dane shook 
his head. “It feels intrusive. Look at it this way, you 
obviously have a lot of secrets; how would you feel if, years 
from now, someone started poking around in your life?” 

Magnus shook his head. “This has nothing to do with my 


past. | think we've discovered something incredibly 
important to the Native American people.” 
“But it obviously didn’t work. | don’t know what 


happened here, but does the world really need to know 
those tribes sacrificed their best warriors for nothing?” 

“Don’t forget the passage. The Choctaw were meant to 
remember. Now, | don’t know why they didn’t, but we’re 
only doing what those four tribes wanted in the first place.” 

Dane could see he wasn’t going to deter Magnus. If he 
stayed, he’d at least have some control over the situation. 
His need to protect his family was becoming increasingly 
more important. A thought struck him. He wondered if his 
mom and uncle knew the secrets to be found at Barrett 
House. “Would you give me a few minutes to get myself 
together?” 

Magnus cupped the back of Dane’s head in his hand and 
leaned in for a soft kiss. “I’m sorry about earlier, but | meant 
what I said. | really don’t want you to leave.” 

Dane nodded. “We've been working hard the last few 
days. Maybe we’re due for a break. Can | interest you in a 
picnic?” 

“Yeah, that might be a good idea. l'Il go throw together 
some of the fried chicken left over from last night.” 

“Sounds good.” Dane accepted another kiss from 


Magnus. “l'Il be down in a few minutes.” 
After Magnus left the room, Dane pulled out his cell 
phone. 


“Were your ears burning?” Evelyn Jefferson asked. 


“Hi, Mom. No, but now you've spilled the beans. Why 
were you talking about me?” 

“Fallon and | were discussing the fact that you’d rather 
be at Bennett House playing anthropologist than here with 
us,” she explained. 

“I’m not playing at anything, and quite frankly it hurts 
that you would even say that to me.” Maybe it had been a 
mistake to call home. 

“I’m sorry, baby. You’re right, that was uncalled for.” 

“Thanks,” Dane mumbled. He pulled the key out of his 
pocket and stared at it. “Mom, | need to know something.” 

“Okay.” 

“You Know the reason Professor Sofokleous and | are 
here, don’t you?” 

“Why do you ask?” 

“Because | think you gave me Magnus’ grant request for 
a reason and | want to know what it is.” 

“I told you at the time you were the best person to 
approve or reject it. | haven’t changed my mind about that. 
We trusted you. We still do.” 

“You know, don’t you?” 

His mother’s silence confirmed what he’d begun to 
suspect. “We don’t have any real proof yet, but Magnus is 
like a dog with a bone right now. He’s not going to give up 
until he finds what he’s looking for. So, if this is something 
l'm supposed to sabotage, | need to know. Now.” 

Evelyn sighed. “I can’t tell you what to do. | asked you to 
approve the proposal because your uncle and | have had our 
suspicions for years but could never find anything to prove 
it. | know if anyone could do that, it would be you and your 
professor.” 

“So you want me to continue?” 

“Yes.” 

“And what should I do if we find the proof?” 

“Whatever it is you find, we trust you to do the right 
thing,” Evelyn said. 


“No pressure there.” He returned the key to his pocket. 

“It may turn out we’re worried about nothing, but we 
both find it strange there isn’t any evidence that Native 
Americans ever occupied the island. It’s as if all trace of 
them has been hidden.” 

“Except the pages in the books. Why leave those?” 
Dane asked. 

“| don’t know,” Evelyn confessed. “I guess that’s part of 
what you need to figure out.” 

It was Dane’s turn to sigh. “It’s a little too cloak and 
dagger for me, Mom.” How did he explain to her that all 
he’d wanted was to spend time alone with Magnus? “I have 
to tell Magnus.” 

“Yes, Fallon told me he noticed something between the 
two of you. Just don’t let it get in the way.” 

“Get in the way? You make it sound like my feelings 
aren’t as important as the stupid secrets on this island.” 

Evelyn cleared her throat. “I love you, baby, but | know 
Fallon’s already warned you about what type of man you’re 
falling for.” 

“Yeah, and l'Il tell you the same thing | told him. Butt 
out. You want me to do this, fine, but l'Il do it on my terms.” 
Dane hung up and turned off his phone. He had a picnic to 
attend and he damn well planned to enjoy it. 

x kx x x 

Magnus watched as Dane started to lick the chicken 
grease off his fingers. “Here, let me do that,” he said, 
grabbing Dane’s hand. He closed his lips around Dane’s 
thumb and sucked. 

“Mmm,” Dane moaned. “You’re going to make me fall.” 

Magnus withdrew Dane’s thumb and looked down from 
the giant tree limb they were perched on. “We’re, like, four 
feet off the ground.” 

“I could still get hurt,” Dane mumbled, sticking his 
pointer finger between Magnus’ lips. 


One by one, Magnus cleaned each of Dane’s digits, 
taking the time to tickle between them with the tip of his 
tongue. 

“You're making me hard, and | need to talk to you about 
something.” 

Magnus moved to straddle the tree limb. “Show me how 
hard you are.” He reached for Dane’s button fly. “Zippers 
are much faster.” 

Dane turned to mirror Magnus’ position on the limb. “l 
didn’t know it was a race.” 

Magnus eased the last button out of its hole before 
reaching inside for Dane’s cock. “This is my kind of picnic. 
Slow and easy,” he said, stroking Dane’s erection. 

As Dane thrust against Magnus’ hand, he started to fall 
sideways, his arms searching for anything to hold on to. 
Acting quickly, Magnus reached out and grabbed Dane’s 
forearm. “Easy there, Monkey,” he said, using Dane’s 
childhood nickname. 

Dane was the first to laugh. “If you ever try to jack me 
off while I’m sitting in a tree again, l'Il feed you to the 
‘gators.” 

Laughing, Magnus hopped to the ground and pulled 
Dane down into his arms. “’Gators, huh?” 

Dane snapped, catching the skin of Magnus’ neck 
between his teeth. The harder Dane sucked, the hornier 
Magnus became. It didn’t seem to matter how many times 
he told himself not to let Dane into his solitary world, 
Magnus couldn’t bring himself to push Dane away. He'd 
even begun to consider a relationship beyond their time in 
Louisiana. Which was completely inappropriate and broke 
every rule he’d ever had, but, oh, the longer Dane sucked 
on his neck, the more Magnus yearned for more. 

“There, now I’ve marked you,” Dane said, inspecting his 
work. He tilted his head back. “It’s darker than mine.” 

Magnus ran his tongue over the deep bruise. He’d made 
sure to suck on that bit of skin each morning since they’d 


started sleeping together. “I doubt anything could be as 
dark as this one.” He licked the bruise again before setting 
Dane on his feet. “Since you won’t let me jack you off in the 
tree, could | interest you in a stroll back to the house?” 

Dane rested his forehead against Magnus’ shoulder. “l 
think there’s some kind of bug crawling down my dick.” 

Without thought, Magnus sank to his knees and began 
to inspect Dane’s half-hard cock. “I don’t see any bugs, but | 
see a spot that needs some attention.” Magnus licked 
Dane’s cock from base to tip, slipping his lips over the head. 
The velvety soft skin against his tongue was a rare 
occurrence, but one he thought he’d like to get used to as 
long as it was Dane’s cock he was blowing. 

Dane ran his fingers through Magnus’ hair. “I haven’t 
had anyone do that in years.” 

Magnus held Dane’s cock by the base and tapped it 
against his lips. “Good. Let’s pretend you’ve never had 
someone do this to you.” 

“Fine by me.” Dane moaned and thrust his hips when 
Magnus took him back into his mouth. 

Magnus did his best to open his throat, but he wasn’t 
used to the invasion and choked. Embarrassed, he glanced 
up at Dane. “Sorry.” 

When he tried to put Dane’s cock back into his mouth, 
Dane shook his head and took a step back, pulling his cock 
out of Magnus’ reach. “You don’t have to do that.” 

“Maybe I want to.” 

Dane smiled and stuffed his cock back into his 
underwear. “There are times when | see glimpses of the 
man behind the walls and it breaks my heart because | wish 
| could keep him.” 

Magnus got to his feet. As much as he wanted to tell 
Dane otherwise, he could never be less than honest. “We 
have a week left. Don’t spoil it by hoping for things that 
can’t happen.” 


“Why is it so bad to date a student? Hell, l'Il quit if | 
need to. | can get another job, find another school. I'll do 
whatever it takes if it means | don’t have to say goodbye to 
you.” 

Magnus stared at Dane, trying to figure out what to say. 
Promises were hollow words easily broken. He prided 
himself on telling the truth, but had no idea if the truth 
would help or hurt the situation. “Come back to the house 
with me,” he said instead. 

Dane hesitated, but eventually nodded. “Sooner or later 
we need to talk about this.” 

“I know.” Magnus did know. Unfortunately, he still wasn’t 
sure if he was even capable of letting someone in. 


Chapter Six 

Three days later, they were back on the small strip of 
land across the water from the Barrett House. With a rifle 
carried safely under his arm, Dane climbed out of the small 
rowboat. It wasn’t exactly the way he’d hoped to spend 
Christmas Eve, but their time on the island was short. “Do 
you really think we'll find something this time?” They’d 
already made two trips across the water, only to come up 
with nothing. Well, except Magnus had literally squealed 
when he’d kicked a hollow log and a snake had slithered 
out. Needless to say, Magnus had been all for Dane bringing 
the rifle on this trip. 

The thick undergrowth snagged Dane’s boots as he tried 
to keep up with Magnus. “From what I’ve heard, the centre 
of the island used to be a big flower garden. Sad that it’s 
been neglected for so long.” 

“What else was here?” Magnus asked, a shovel resting 
on his shoulder. 

“| don’t know. It’s been this way since | was a boy.” Dane 
stepped on a rock and bent to check it out before 
continuing. 

“ld like to search this area,” Magnus said, stabbing the 
blade of the shovel into the ground. 

“Okay. l'Il just go over there and get started.” Dane set 
the rifle against a log and took the pack off his back. He dug 
inside and pulled out a collapsible shovel. After two days of 
digging, his hands were sore and blistered. He glanced at 
Magnus before retrieving a pair of gloves from his backpack. 

Three hours later, they’d yet to find even a single item. 
“Maybe we should look somewhere else,” Dane suggested. 

“This is the highest point. If anything survived the 
floods, it would be here,” Magnus countered. 

“Yeah, but maybe when the water receded it carried 
something closer to the waterline.” It made sense to Dane, 


but Magnus didn’t appear to agree. 

“Go ahead and give it a try if you want, but | think | 
might be close to something here.” Magnus turned back to 
the wide hole he’d been working on, leaving Dane to dig 
where he pleased. 

“Did you find something?” Dane asked, taking off his 
gloves. 

Magnus paused and shook his head. “Not yet, but | will.” 

Dane looked around the area. He couldn’t explain it, but 
he felt in his bones they wouldn’t find anything. The land 
was too narrow to live on, and every bit of information he 
had said that the strip had been used for planting. His gaze 
went to the Bennett House, a pale yellow monument in the 
centre of the plantation. Dane picked up the rifle and walked 
over to Magnus. “If | leave the rifle here, would you mind if | 
go back to the house? I'd like to try searching around there 
again.” 

In reality, the key was burning a hole in his pocket. He 
felt like a Grade A asshole for not telling Magnus about it. 
Hell, he felt like a double agent, but his family loyalty 
continued to play heavily on his conscience. 

Magnus glanced at Dane’s hands and winced. “Yeah, it 
might be better for you to take a break.” He held up his own 
hands. “After years in the field, my hands are practically 
indestructible.” 

Dane leaned over and kissed Magnus’ dirty palm. 
“They’re fantastic hands.” 

Magnus chuckled. “I’m glad you think so.” He wrapped 
one arm around Dane’s waist and pulled him into a deep 
kiss. “lIl be back by dinner.” 

“How? You won't have a boat. Give me a call when 
you're ready, and I'll come back and get you.” 

“You don’t want me to swim for it?” Magnus joked. 

“In that stagnant water? | don’t think so.” After another 
kiss, Dane handed Magnus the rifle. “Safety’s on, but make 
sure you don’t point it at anything you don’t want to kill.” 


“Gun safety one-oh-one?” 

Dane kissed Magnus’ cheek. “Something like that. Just 
stay safe.” 

After a quick trip across the dark water, Dane docked 
the boat. Instead of going to the house, he soon found 
himself in the cemetery. “It’s here,” he whispered to himself. 
If there was proof, it had to be in the cemetery. 

Dane stared at the statue. “The loss of one’s soul 
forever changes the beauty of the landscape,” Dane read 
the words again. The likeness of James Bennett faced the 
mausoleum. Not only did the statue not face the cemetery 
entrance, but its back was turned. It had to mean 
something, but what? 

Squatting beside the statue’s base, Dane began to 
examine the plaque. He pressed against each corner, half 
expecting some secret passage to pop open and reveal the 
answers to all their questions. 

It soon became clear that the only way to find out what 
—if anything—was inside the base was to destroy it. He lay 
on his back and stared up at James Bennett. The passage in 
the book played through his mind. Dane shook his head. 
There were too many clues, too damn many riddles. 

“Where do | start?” he asked the statue. Did he destroy 
the statue only to find nothing inside? What about the bed? 
How many family heirlooms would be destroyed trying to 
find something that may not even exist? 

“Damn it,” he said, getting to his feet. 

Dane walked into the caretaker’s shed and searched 
until he came up with a sledgehammer and a crowbar. He 
stared at the tools in his hands and wondered if he had the 
guts to go through with it. The statue was made of bronze, 
so, other than a few dings, he felt sure it could be 
remounted; at least he hoped so. 

Returning to the statue, Dane’s first swing with the 
sledgehammer was less than impressive, maybe because 


his heart wasn’t in it. He glanced towards the strip of land 
that his heart presently occupied. 

For years he’d fancied himself in love with Professor 
Sofokleous, but those feelings couldn’t hold a candle to the 
way he felt about Magnus now. Hero worship and pure lust 
would best describe his attraction to his professor only two 
weeks ago, but that was before he’d seen the look of fear in 
Magnus’ eyes each time he let his guard down. Before he’d 
heard the deep timbre of Magnus’ laugh while he watched 
late-night cartoons when he thought no one else was in the 
room, and before he’d gazed into the dark brown depths of 
Magnus’ eyes as they made love. 

The thought of pretending he didn’t love Magnus when 
they left Louisiana fuelled Dane’s strength as he swung the 
sledgehammer again. “Stupid rules!” he screamed. 

The head of the hammer connected to the aging 
Portland cement, sending small chips flying back at him. 
Despite the slight sting to his cheek, the physical outlet for 
his anger felt exhilarating. He swung again, and again, 
putting all his frustration into destroying a piece of the 
plantation’s history. 

By the time his strength and anger had left him, a 
sizeable hole in the cement base had been created. He 
dropped the sledgehammer and collapsed to the debris- 
laden grass. His elbow connected with a sharp piece of 
cement, but Dane barely felt it as his gaze landed on the 
etched rock he’d spent years searching for. “No wonder | 
couldn't find it.” 

Dane reached inside to move the rock and hit something 
hidden behind it. Unable to see what it was, he hit it again 
with the back of his hand. A hollow metal sound answered 
him. 

With his heart beating rapidly, Dane worked the rock out 
of the way an inch at a time. When he saw the metal box for 
the first time, Dane drew his hands back as if the container 
was dangerous, and in a way it could be. 


Dane continued to stare at the box. Finding proof meant 
there would be no going back. Worse, it meant he’d have to 
tell Magnus that he’d kept him in the dark about the key. He 
took a deep breath and grabbed the box. 

Like the wimp he was, Dane tucked the box under his 
arm and ran towards the house. He didn’t even bother 
cleaning up his mess, something his mom would be horrified 
over. lIl do it later, he promised himself. 

Dane went straight to the bathroom and locked the door. 
The moment he realised what he’d done he started to laugh. 
His adolescence had been spent behind the locked door of a 
bathroom, trying to make himself feel something for the 
women in the magazine that his friend had given him. His 
junior year of high school he’d stumbled across Fallon’s 
hidden stash of porn. After trying to wipe the thought of his 
uncle pleasuring himself to the naked male bodies in the 
magazines, Dane had wasted no time swiping a few for 
himself. It had been the beginning of a very busy few years. 

He glanced at himself in the mirror. A small trail of dried 
blood marked his cheek where the flying debris had caught 
him. Dane wondered for a brief moment if it made him look 
tough. 

He glanced at the box sitting on the edge of the sink. 
Yeah, tough. He was so afraid of what might be in the box 
he was daydreaming about his first jerk-off session. 

Dane jumped when his cell phone began to ring. He 
reached into his pocket and brushed the key with his finger 
as he grabbed his phone. “Hello?” 

“I’m ready whenever you are,” Magnus said. 

Dane glanced at the box. “Did you find anything?” 

“Not yet,” Magnus confessed. “But I’m not giving up.” 

Of course not. Magnus wouldn’t be the man Dane had 
fallen in love with if he let himself get discouraged so easily. 
“I'll be right there.” 

“I'll dig another ten minutes and meet you at the dock.” 


Magnus hung up, leaving Dane alone in the bathroom 

with a secret that could potentially blow up in his face. 
* k k OK 

As Dane neared the dock, Magnus noticed the small cut 
on his cheek. Concern for Dane struck Magnus like a bolt of 
lightning. “What happened?” 

Dane touched his cheek. “Nothing. Just a nick.” 

Magnus handed Dane the rifle before climbing into the 
boat. He examined the cut for himself. “How’d it happen?” 
He brushed his thumb around the half-inch-long injury. 

Dane leaned into Magnus’ touch. “You know me, l'm a 
klutz, always have been.” 

How many times had Magnus witnessed Dane’s less 
than smooth moves? “You should be more careful.” He 
pushed the boat away from the dock and took control of the 
oars. A few hours earlier it had dawned on Magnus that 
Dane was sacrificing Christmas Eve with his family in order 
to help him. 

“I'll cook tonight,” he offered. The movement stirred the 
air around him, making him wince. “Right after | wash the 
stink off.” 

Dane tapped his foot against Magnus’. “I don’t mind a 
little sweat.” 

“Yeah, well neither do |, but I’m way beyond just being 
sweaty. | reek.” 

Dane wrinkled his nose. “Now that you mention it...” 

Magnus laughed. Moments like this had him questioning 
his resolve to end their affair before leaving the island. It 
wasn’t Dane that was holding him back; it was Magnus’ fear 
of letting him in. 

They made the short trek across the stream and tied off 
the boat. “So what’ve you been up to all afternoon?” 
Magnus asked. 

Dane turned away and began to empty the rifle of its 
bullets. When he’d finished, he stuck the ammunition in his 


pocket. Withdrawing his hand, Dane stretched out his arm, 
his fist closed tight. “I found this.” 

Magnus stepped forward and held his palm open. “What 
is it?” 

Dane dropped a small, cool object into Magnus’ hand. “I 
found it in the headboard of the bed.” 

Magnus held the key up for closer inspection. “Was it 
hidden?” 

“Yeah, it was stuck in one of the deep grooves.” 

Magnus’ worry that he’d wasted time digging and 
refilling holes for three days faded to the back of his mind as 
he stared at the key. “So, the passage in the papers was 
right; James was sleeping with secrets.” 

He started up the crushed shell walkway, hoping Dane 
would follow. Magnus wasn’t blind; he could tell there was 
something bothering Dane. He’d definitely got the feeling 
Dane didn’t like digging. At first Magnus thought it was the 
actual work involved, but it soon became apparent it was 
more. 

Magnus tried to put himself in Dane’s position. The 
Bennett family had to be proud of the Institute and all it had 
accomplished in the study of Native American history. Since 
neither of them knew what kind of information they might 
uncover, it was natural for Dane to worry. He turned around 
and walked back to Dane. “What we're doing is important.” 

Dane nodded when Magnus wrapped an arm around 
him. “Yeah.” 

With his hand resting on Dane’s shoulder from behind, 
Magnus was able to get Dane moving towards the house. 
“James wouldn’t have left the clues if he didn’t want 
someone to find them.” 

Dane’s head lowered. “That’s what | keep telling 
myself.” He sighed. “But, if that’s the case, why hide the 
proof in the first place?” 

“| don’t know. Maybe we'll find something to explain his 
reasoning behind it all.” Magnus kissed Dane’s temple. 


Although it went against his usual work ethic on a dig, 
Magnus felt it was important for them to take a step back 
for an evening. “Enough shop talk for now. Let’s take a 
break and enjoy Christmas Eve.” 

Dane finally wrapped his arm around Magnus’ waist, 
hooking his thumb into Magnus’ belt loop. “You want 
company in the shower?” 

Surprised by the request, Magnus misjudged the first 
porch step and nearly sent them both tumbling. He caught 
his balance and managed to hang on to Dane at the same 
time. He’d never showered with a lover. In his opinion, it 
was more intimate than fucking. However, oddly enough, he 
found the suggestion appealing. “I think I’d like that.” 

* kx x x 

Magnus used his size to shield the spray from hitting 
Dane in the face. “Better?” 

Dane grinned and reached for the liquid soap. “Much, 
although l'Il probably freeze now.” 

Magnus wrapped both arms around Dane and pulled him 
against his chest. “How’s that?” 

“Well, I’m warmer, but it makes it harder to get you 
clean.” He broke free of Magnus’ embrace and took a step 
back. “It’s okay. | don’t mind the cold as long as | can do 
this.” With those words, Dane began to run his hands over 
Magnus’ chest. 

Magnus reached for the shampoo to wash his hair, but 
Dane took the bottle out of his hand. “Please let me do it.” 
He set the shampoo out of Magnus’ reach. “Your hair drives 
me crazy, especially now since it’s grown out. The thought 
of running my fingers through it is enough to keep me 
warm.” 

Magnus had meant to get it cut before winter break had 
started. The last week or so, he hadn’t been able to keep 
the curls from forming. “I don’t like it curly.” 


“Why?” Dane ran his soapy hands under Magnus’ arms 
to thoroughly wash his armpits. 

Did Magnus dare tell Dane the truth? He could just as 
easily make up a lie, but staring down into those big trusting 
eyes, he couldn’t do it. “My mom liked the curls too, so she 
rarely cut my hair. Unfortunately, my hair was the first thing 
my father reached for when he was angry with me. I’ve kept 
it cut short since | left home.” 

Dane reached for the bottle and squeezed shampoo into 
his palm. “Let me show you what it feels like to have 
someone touch your hair out of love rather than anger.” He 
reached up and began to work the shampoo into Magnus’ 
hair. 

Magnus watched Dane closely, wary of the gentle 
massage. Although Dane had said he was touching him out 
of love, Magnus knew it was impossible. Love didn’t really 
exist, not in the way Hollywood portrayed it anyway. Sure, 
his parents had spoken of love once their fights were over. It 
was always right before they disappeared into the bedroom 
for hours. But soon enough the name calling would begin 
again. If that was love, Magnus wanted no part of it; never 
had. His mom had told him she loved him on occasion, yet 
didn’t even like him enough to make sure he was fed. 

“Does that feel good?” Dane asked. 

Magnus admitted to himself that he hadn’t taken the 
time to process what the massage was making him feel. 
He’d been too busy questioning the motive behind Dane’s 
actions. “It’s okay,” he finally said. 

Dane’s blond eyebrows drew together. “Then I’m doing 
something wrong.” 

Magnus shook his head. “It’s not you. It’s me.” He rested 
his hands on Dane’s shoulders. “I told you, | don’t trust 
people enough to let them in.” 

Dane stared up at Magnus for several moments. “Let’s 
get you rinsed off. There’s something | need to show you.” 


While Magnus rinsed the shampoo from his hair, Dane 
quickly washed his own hair. Once Magnus was finished, he 
reached for the liquid soap and began to wash Dane’s body. 
He worked efficiently until he reached Dane’s cock and 
balls. 

Dane moaned, and the joy of showering with someone 
became clear to Magnus for the first time in his life. Dane 
didn’t try to hide his need for more, and Magnus went 
further. He wrapped one hand around Dane’s erection while 
the other sought Dane’s puckered hole. The slick soap made 
entrance easy as he slipped a finger inside. 

“Magnus,” Dane moaned as he began to ride Magnus’ 
hand. Dane’s eyes closed, and Magnus understood what 
having the right kind of control over someone’s pleasure felt 
like. His cock hardened as he continued to please Dane. 
He’d searched his entire life for the pleasure he was 
suddenly experiencing for the first time. 

Magnus added a second finger to Dane’s hole. With a 
gasp, Dane opened his eyes. “I’m coming,” Dane said, 
moments before Magnus’ hand was covered in the warmth 
of Dane’s seed. 

The trust evident in Dane’s expression pushed Magnus 
over the edge. The moment was so incredibly pure that 
Magnus came with little stimulation to his own cock. As he 
gave in to the emotions pounding against the thick wall 
around his heart, Magnus realised his life would never be 
the same. 

He buried his hands in Dane’s wet hair and tilted his 
head up. Speech wasn’t possible because he had no words 
to describe what he felt. Instead, he tried to convey his new- 
found feelings in a deep kiss. 

The cooling water eventually broke the two apart. 
“Thank you,” Dane whispered against Magnus’ lips. 

“I’m the one who should thank you,” Magnus answered 
in return. He shut off the water and grabbed the two towels 


off the bar beside the shower. “I might need a nap before | 
make dinner.” 

Dane smiled and began to dry off. “First, there’s 
something | need to give you.” He wrapped the towel 
around his waist and left the room. 

Magnus quickly followed suit. “You don’t have to give it 
to me now,” he said, going after Dane. 

Standing in the doorway of his room, Dane paused. 
“Yeah, | think | do,” he said without turning to look at 
Magnus. 

Dane continued into the room and pulled his suitcase 
out of the closet. 

Magnus’ heart skipped a beat. “Are you leaving?” 

Dane set the suitcase on the bed and began to unzip it. 
“No, not unless you ask me to.” He opened the piece of 
expensive luggage and pulled out something wrapped in a 
towel. Instead of giving it to Magnus, Dane hugged it 
against his chest and sat on the edge of the bed. “I found 
this today. I’m sorry | didn’t tell you about it earlier, but | felt 
it was important to look at it first.” 

“And did you?” Magnus asked, stunned at the revelation. 

“No. | haven’t even tried to open it yet.” Dane looked up 
at Magnus. “I’m afraid of what might be inside.” 

“Why?” Magnus entered the room. He lifted the empty 
Suitcase to the floor before taking a seat beside Dane. 

“Because once | know | can’t unknow.” He shook his 
head. “That probably doesn’t make any sense to someone 
like you.” 

“What do you mean, someone like me?” Magnus’ 
hackles began to rise. 

“You see the world in black and white. Finding out the 
mystery behind this plantation is a quest, a job for you. But 
for me it’s family history; that’s my grey area.” 

As much as Magnus wanted to argue the dissection of 
his personality, he found he couldn’t. Dane was right: in his 
opinion, history was meant to be shared, the good and the 


bad. “We'll open it together,” he said. It was all he could 
promise at the moment. 

Dane handed Magnus the wrapped package. The key in 
the pocket of his jeans no doubt unlocked the secret 
treasure. “l'Il be right back,” Magnus said. He handed the 
box back to Dane before returning to the bathroom to 
retrieve the key out of his jeans’ pocket. 

As anxious as he was to open the box, Magnus knew it 
was something Dane should do. He sat on the bed and 
handed Dane the key. “You do it.” 

Dane stared at Magnus for several moments before 
Shaking his head. “Actually, I think I’d rather you did it. If it’s 
something bad, | don’t want to know. So, I’m going to go 
downstairs and start dinner.” 

Dane leaned over and gave Magnus a quick kiss before 
climbing off the bed. He gathered a clean change of clothes 
and left the room without taking time to get dressed. 

Magnus fitted the key into the lock and tried to turn it, 
but nothing happened. Even though the key seemed to fit, 
the lock was so rusted the mechanics were probably all 
seized up. He’d need to break the lock in order to see what 
was inside. Strangely, Magnus thought of Dane and how it 
would make him feel if the box was broken. 

Box in hand, Magnus returned to his room to get 
dressed. It dawned on him that he hadn’t asked Dane where 
he’d found the treasure. After pulling on a pair of jeans and 
a T-shirt, Magnus carried the box downstairs. He entered the 
kitchen to find Dane seated at the small kitchen table. “You 


okay?” 
Dane shrugged. “What'd you find?” 
“Nothing yet. The lock’s rusted shut. l'II need a 


screwdriver and hammer to open it, but | thought I’d check 
with you first.” 
“The box itself isn’t important. Do what you have to.” 
“Okay.” He glanced around the room. “Do you know 
where I can find a toolbox?” 


Dane stood and opened the door to the large walk-in 
pantry. He was back in a few moments with an old red 
toolbox, which he handed to Magnus. “Should | grill those 
steaks for dinner or would you rather have the ham?” 

Normally, Magnus would’ve told Dane it didn’t matter, 
but it was apparent Dane needed something to keep himself 
busy while Magnus investigated the box. “If you made the 
ham, we could eat the leftovers tomorrow instead of 
cooking.” 

“Good idea.” 

Magnus set the tools and old metal box on the floor 
before pulling Dane into his arms. “Would you rather | open 
this tomorrow?” 

“I can’t ask you to do that.” 

“You didn’t ask, | offered. Whatever secrets that box 
contains have been hidden for over a hundred and fifty 
years. | don’t think another day is going to matter.” 

Dane tightened his embrace. “In that case, yeah, | think 
I'd rather have at least one more night with you.” 

Magnus stepped back and stared down at Dane. “What’s 
that supposed to mean? You think just because | find the 
answers I’ve been looking for | won’t want you anymore?” 

Dane placed his hands on Magnus’ chest. “I think 
whatever's in that box might tear us apart even before we 
return to Idaho.” 

For some reason, Dane’s words sounded like a challenge 
to Magnus. Anger filled him as he opened the toolbox and 
removed a standard screwdriver and hammer. It took seven 
strong hits with the hammer, but the lock eventually gave. 

Magnus prised open the lid and reached inside. A book 
wrapped in a buckskin loincloth was all that was inside. As 
he tried to remove the wrapping the aged hide broke into 
pieces. Although the buckskin had worked in preserving the 
journal, the cover itself wasn’t salvageable. “Sorry,” he told 
Dane. 


Dane sat on the floor beside Magnus and began to 
examine the loincloth. “I can’t see James Bennett wearing 
this.” 

Magnus thought of the portraits he’d seen around the 
house. “No, neither can I.” He held up the book. “Do you 
want me to prove to you this won’t tear us apart?” 

Dane reached out and ran a hand across the cracked 
brown leather spine. “Let me get the ham in the oven, and 
we'll read it together.” 

“You sure?” 

“Yeah, | think | am.” 


Chapter Seven 

With the ham in the oven, Dane joined Magnus in the 
formal living room. “I figured you'd be in the library.” 

Magnus shook his head and flipped the blanket that 
covered him back in invitation. “I wasn’t sure if the fireplace 
in there was in working order, but since | could tell this one 
had been used recently | decided to do it in here. It’s okay, 
isn’t it?” 

Dane joined Magnus on the sofa. “Did you read any of it 
yet?” 

Looking guilty, Magnus nodded. “Sorry, | couldn’t help 
myself.” 

Actually, Dane was glad Magnus had previewed the 
journal. “Good or bad?” 

“Depends on your point-of-view, | guess.” Magnus 
opened the book. “l'Il read you the beginning, and you can 
decide for yourself if you’d like to hear more. Deal?” 

“Deal.” Dane turned to stretch out on the sofa and leant 
back against Magnus’ side. 

“Tell me if you want me to stop,” Magnus said before he 
began. 

December 1840 

What you are about to read may shock and dishearten 
you, but, nonetheless, the following is a true account of 
what happened on Barrett Plantation in the years leading up 
to November 1840. It began with idealistic ideas and ended 
with the deaths of twenty-seven men, twenty-six women, 
and fourteen children. 

Magnus stopped reading and kissed Dane on top of the 
head. “You want me to go on?” 

“Hang on,” Dane managed to say around the lump of 
emotion in his throat. Although he needed to know what had 
happened, the account in James’ point of view was too hard 
to handle. “Have you read more?” 


“Yeah. It’s not very long, thirty-two pages,” Magnus 
answered. 

“Can you give me a summary? | think that would be 
easier to hear.” 

“I can do that, but you really should read it at some 
point. | may be able to get the point across, but the 
emotions James wrote are incredible.” 

“Maybe someday,” Dane agreed. 

Magnus closed the journal and stood. “Lay with me by 
the fire,” he said, pulling Dane to his feet. 

Dane tossed a few of the needlepoint pillows onto the 
floor and stretched out between Magnus and the fire. He 
rolled to his side to stare at the fire as Magnus began to 
recount James’ story. 

“James met a young Chitimacha brave he refers to only 
as his Beloved when he was barely sixteen. James knew his 
father wouldn’t approve of the unnatural feelings he had for 
the brave so he ran away from home to live with his Beloved 
and his tribe of eighteen men, women and children. At the 
time, war and disease had wiped out most of the 
Chitimacha people, but they still held control of several 
Small parcels of land, this island being one of them. 

“When the Chitimacha chief learned of the Indian 
Removal Act, he knew he must do something or see the 
decimation of more Native tribes, including his own. 
Although there were other Native American tribes in the 
immediate area, the chief sought out the five biggest tribal 
leaders.” 

“Choctaw, Creek, Seminole, Cherokee and Chippawa,” 
Dane added, thinking aloud. 

“Yes. The chief knew soldiers would eventually find the 
island, so he gave it to James Bennett, the only white man 
he trusted. James registered the parcel of land with the 
government and legally became the owner. 

“The next order of business was to invite warriors from 
the five tribes to hide on the island in exchange for 


protection for the Chitimacha tribe. They all agreed except 
the local Choctaw, whose chief felt it was too dangerous to 
go against the government. However, the Choctaw chief 
agreed to hold the information secret from the white man. 

“In the spring of 1836, the warriors began to move on to 
the island. The first few months didn’t go well, and James 
began to worry that there would never again be harmony on 
the island. Fortunately, things began to settle down and 
eventually peace was restored. 

“Several years later, James’ grandfather died and he 
inherited a sizeable chunk of money. James knew it was only 
a matter of time before the government started searching 
the bayous for Native Americans who were not complying 
with the Indian Removal Act. He felt the island needed a 
white man’s appearance if they were going to successfully 
hide their Native population.” 

Magnus stopped talking and kissed Dane’s neck. “For 
the next two years, the warriors and their growing families 
lived on the strip of land across the creek while local 
craftsmen worked day and night building Bennett House for 
James and his Beloved.” 

Dane tilted his head back, giving Magnus a better view 
of his ever-present hickey. “Fallon will be pleased to learn he 
wasn’t the first gay man in our family.” He knew it was an 
odd comment, but the knowledge that his family had a long 
history of homosexuality brought Dane comfort. 

Magnus chuckled. “Yes, | suppose it will.” 

“So what happened in November of 1840?” Dane asked. 

“Well, once Bennett House was completed and the 
Native population was back on the island, James was sent to 
Oklahoma with the necklace | showed you. It was the chief's 
way of showing the Choctaw that his dream had come to 
fruition. James delivered the necklace and carried back the 
Choctaw chief’s written account of his people’s journey to 
Oklahoma.” 


Magnus took a deep breath and pulled Dane even closer. 
“Are you sure you want to hear this?” 

“I’m sure.” 

“James was gone for several weeks. By the time he 
returned to the island, he found it empty.” 

“What do you mean ‘empty’?” Dane asked. “Where'd 
they go?” 

Magnus rested his chin on Dane’s shoulder, putting 
them cheek to cheek. “At the time, James didn’t know, so he 
began to ask questions in New Iberia. Just as James had 
feared would eventually happen, soldiers had found the 
island. Unfortunately, the home that James had built had 
worked against him instead of in his favour. The soldiers 
knew a white man had commissioned the home, yet James 
was nowhere to be found. They believed the Native 
Americans had killed the landowner and taken up residence 
on the island. There was a stand-off between the soldiers 
and the Native Americans. Evidently, many lives were lost 
on both sides. The few tribal members who survived were 
taken away and never heard from again.” 

“And what of James’ Beloved?” Dane asked, although he 
already knew the answer. 

“James found the burned bodies in a pit. He had no way 
of knowing if his Beloved was among them or not. He went 
as far as petitioning Andrew Jackson himself, trying to find 
out what had happened to the survivors. Unfortunately, his 
pleas were ignored.” 

“So where are the bodies?” Dane asked. 

Magnus sighed. “By the end of the journal, it was quite 
evident James had gone mad with grief.” 

“What’re you trying to tell me?” 

“James believed the only way to protect in death what 
he couldn’t protect in life was to wipe away all traces of 
them. He filled the pit with everything the Natives had 
owned and burned the bodies again until there was nothing 
but odd bones and ash. He then mixed the ash into the 


cement he used to build the mausoleum. What didn’t burn 
completely, he gathered and put in the burial chamber for 
his Beloved.” 

“And that’s it? Then he just went on to marry a woman 
and produce heirs?” Dane asked. 

“Not quite. Yes, we know he went on to marry and have 
sons, but let me read you his last entry.” Magnus reached 
behind him and picked up the journal. 

June 1841. 

After months of petitioning Washington for answers, | 
have decided the government must pay for the lives they 
have taken. | no longer care what my government dictates. | 
will fight them at every opportunity by offering my 
plantation as a means to circumvent government rules and 
regulations. | will have my revenge, and I will carry it out 
with a smile on my face. 

James D Bennett. 

“I guess that’s why he started using the island to 
smuggle goods,” Dane surmised. His thoughts swung to the 
mausoleum. “The plaque on the statue makes a lot of sense 
to me now.” The loss of one’s soul forever changes the 
beauty of the landscape. “| would imagine he was torn 
between leaving the island and never looking back and the 
desire to be close to the people he loved.” 

Magnus handed the journal to Dane. “Like | said before, 
I’d like you to read it for yourself once you feel up to it.” 

The story of James touched and angered Dane. It was no 
longer a matter of being ashamed of his fourth great- 
grandfather, like he’d originally feared. The illegal means 
James had used to amass his fortune didn’t even bother 
him. What continued to stick with him was the anger it 
might cause in the Native American community. “I'd like to 
Share the story with my mom and uncle.” 

Magnus nodded. 

“And I’m going to need a good stonemason to come and 
repair the statue in the cemetery,” he confessed. 


Magnus narrowed his eyes. “Is that where the box came 
from?” 

Dane nodded. “But the statue itself was still standing 
when | left. | just knocked a hole in the base. | also found the 
etched rock we've been looking for. I’m not sure why James 
hid it in the base. Maybe he had second thoughts after the 
portrait was painted.” 

“And this?” Magnus brushed the cut on Dane’s cheek 
with his thumb. 

“Yeah.” 

Magnus kissed Dane’s cheek. “We'll need to talk about 
what’s next.” 

“I know.” 

“The detailed accounts in that journal are amazing. I’m 
sure the tribes involved would love to know their ancestors 
tried to form a unified group,” Magnus reasoned. 

“Maybe, but right now this island is something many of 
them are proud of. Do you think they’ll feel the same way 
about it if they find out their people were massacred here?” 

“I don’t know, but | don’t think that’s our decision to 
make. We study, discover and report the findings. That’s the 
job. You can’t let your personal feelings cloud your 
judgement; it’s not in the job description.” 

Dane sat up. “I’d better check the ham.” He left the 
living room with the journal tucked safely against him. 

* kx x x 

After a fantastic dinner, Magnus cleaned the kitchen 
while Dane phoned his family. He pulled the plug and 
drained the water from the sink before turning out the light. 
On his way upstairs, he stopped to take a look out of the 
front window. 

Dane was still pacing the wide front porch, phone to his 
ear. Magnus knew in his heart that Dane would make the 
right decision. The journal, the hidden pages found within 
the library books and the mausoleum itself deserved their 


rightful place in Native American history. Dane span around 
and caught Magnus watching. 

Oops. Magnus let the drape fall back into place and 
headed upstairs. When he passed Dane’s room, he caught 
sight of a small wrapped package on the end of Dane’s bed. 
Shit. Christmas. Buying a gift for Dane had never entered 
his mind before leaving Idaho. Now they’d grown closer, 
Magnus wished there was a department store down the 
street. 

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. He'd look like a real bastard if he didn’t 
have something to give Dane, but what the hell could he 
come up with in the next thirty minutes? He tried to 
remember the last time he’d actually given someone a gift. 
Although he’d always been close to the Demakis brothers, 
he’d never gone as far as buying them gifts. 

Magnus pulled out his phone and called Alec. Surely, his 
best friend had already shopped for his partner Max by now. 

“Hey, stranger,” Alec greeted. 

“I’ve got a problem,” Magnus said in return. 

“More than one, but that’s beside the point. How’re you 
doing?” 

“I didn’t get a Christmas present for Dane,” he 
confessed. 

“You're kidding me? What the hell were you thinking? 
You knew the two of you were going to be down there over 
Christmas.” 

“Yeah, but | didn’t know for sure things would get... 
intimate. Now I’m standing here staring at a gift with my 
name on it, and I’ve got nothing.” 

“The fact that you fucked him shouldn’t have anything 
to do with it. You don’t spend Christmas with someone 
without giving them a present.” 

“Okay, point taken. Now tell me what to do.” 

“Well, it’s not like you can go out and buy something, so 
you'll have to improvise. Do something romantic. Max really 
goes nuts for that stuff.” 


Magnus chuckled. “I don’t know a thing about being 
romantic. You'll have to give me more than that.” 

“I don’t know, have a midnight picnic all set up under 
the Christmas tree or something.” 

“We don’t have a tree,” Magnus replied. 

“Well there you go. Get a tree, decorate it with anything 
you can find then set up a picnic.” 

“Where the hell am I going to find a Christmas tree?” 

“Improvise. As much as I'd like to talk to you all night, | 
need to go. We just got home from Luc and Justin’s party 
and Max stole the mistletoe. He said something about 
making me a belt with it.” 

Magnus grinned. Alec had become a different man since 
he’d fallen for Max Henley. Something Magnus was 
beginning to understand. “Have a good time. l'Il talk to you 
next week.” 

Magnus hung up and shoved the phone into his pocket. 
A tree. He stared out of the window. Nope, no Christmas 
trees. Maybe he should forget Alec’s corny suggestion and 
just apologise for not having a present. 

Unfortunately, he knew he'd probably be more 
comfortable chopping down a tree than apologising. “Guess 
the decision’s been made,” he said as he walked out of the 
room. 

* kx x x 

After a lengthy phone conversation with his mom and 
uncle, Dane retreated to Magnus’ bed with the journal. 
Magnus had blown past him on the stairs earlier, telling 
Dane not to wait up. Dane would have worried had it not 
been for the quick but tender kiss Magnus had given him. 

After such an emotional day, Dane couldn’t concentrate 
on the journal. Instead he set it on the bedside table and 
turned on the TV. At some point during an episode of Will & 
Grace, he fell asleep. 


Warm lips kissing him woke him. “Hey,” he mumbled. 
“What time is it?” 

“Three o'clock. It's officially Christmas morning,” 
Magnus announced. 

Dane wrapped his arms around Magnus and tried to pull 
him down beside him. “Snuggle with me.” 

“Definitely, but could we do it downstairs? | have a 
surprise for you,” Magnus said. 

Dane yawned and rubbed his eyes. He didn’t feel like 
moving, but it was obvious Magnus was excited about 
something. When he saw Magnus pocket a strip of condoms 
and grab the bottle of lube, Dane sat up. It was then he 
noticed the state of Magnus’ clothes. “What’ve you been 
doing?” 

“Well, if you get up, l'Il show you.” Magnus handed Dane 
a pair of sweatpants. 

After putting on the pants, Dane was pulled to his feet 
and into Magnus’ arms. He noticed a piece of white fuzz and 
picked it off Magnus’ shirt. “What’s this?” 

Magnus glanced at the fluff. “Piece of my sock. Don’t 
worry, it’s part of your Christmas present.” 

“You're giving me socks for Christmas?” Dane asked as 
Magnus led him downstairs. 

“Have you always been this inquisitive with your 
Christmas presents?” 

Dane looked up at Magnus. “No. | used to find my gifts 
before they were wrapped, so come Christmas morning | 
already knew what | was getting.” He remembered the 
present he’d bought Magnus. “Oh, I’ve got one for you, too.” 

When Dane turned to start back up the stairs, Magnus 
stopped him. “Later. Mine can’t wait much longer.” 

Magnus stopped in front of the library door. He cleared 
his throat, looking incredibly uncomfortable all of a sudden. 

“What’s going on?” Dane asked. 

“I’m not used to buying gifts for people, but | wanted to 
do something special. | hope you like it.” Magnus opened 


the door and stepped back. 

The first thing Dane noticed was the bookshelves. Every 
book had been put back. No wonder Magnus had been away 
for hours. His gaze scanned the room and landed on a small 
sapling, decorated with strips of foil and white and blue 
fuzz. Dane’s heart melted. “You got me a tree?” 

“Uh, yeah. | tried to be careful, so hopefully | didn’t 
damage any of the roots. l'Il replant it later.” 

Dane crossed the library and stared at the small tree, 
barely bigger than a sapling. He tried to imagine Magnus’ 
big hands cutting the delicate foil into stars. Christmas in 
the Jefferson household had always been an elaborate affair. 
His parents enjoyed giving holiday parties, so more often 
than not the home was decorated by paid professionals. 
Nothing he had they’d paid for held a candle to the tree in 
front of him. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” 

Magnus visibly relaxed. “I made breakfast, too,” he said, 
pointing towards the small table in the corner of the room. 
“Originally, the plan was to have a picnic beside the tree, 
but | was worried you’d think that was stupid.” 

Dane shook his head. “Not stupid at all.” He walked over 
to the sofa and grabbed the throw blanket before spreading 
it out beside the tree. “Help me move the food.” 

They transferred the plates of pancakes, juice, carafe of 
coffee and syrup to the blanket. As Dane sat cross-legged 
on the floor to enjoy his breakfast, he couldn’t take his eyes 
off the tree. “I’ve never had someone make me a gift 
before.” 

“Sorry,” Magnus mumbled. “I didn’t know what else to 
do.” 

Dane tore his gaze away from the tree. “I love it.” He 
shook his head, wishing he could find the words to explain 
how the gift made him feel. “I’ve always taken Christmas 
presents for granted. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve spent years 
enjoying the stuff Mom and Dad gave me, but | never felt 
the gifts meant more than what they were.” Dane motioned 


to the tree. “This is so much better than anything else you 
could’ve given me.” 

Magnus looked away first. He concentrated on cutting 
his pancakes and smothering them with syrup. “You’d better 
eat before they get any colder than they already are.” 

Dane didn’t have the heart to tell Magnus he’d never 
really cared for pancakes. He took his first bite and smiled. 
“They're delicious, but there’s no way l'Il be able to eat all 
these.” After finishing one of the pancakes, he set his plate 
down and picked up his juice. “So where’d you get the 
tree?” 

“Across the creek,” Magnus said around a mouthful of 
food. 

Dane moved his plate to the side and leaned across the 
blanket to swipe a drop of syrup off Magnus’ chin. “Mmm, 
maybe l'Il just pour syrup all over you and forget the 
pancakes.” 

Magnus chuckled. “I’ve got too much hair for that.” 

Dane alternated between watching Magnus eat and 
gazing at the tree. He wondered if the heartfelt gesture 
meant Magnus had changed his mind about a long-term 
relationship. Dane began to daydream about a future with 
Magnus. What kind of tree would they have next year? 

“So | didn’t get a chance to ask, what’d Evelyn and 
Fallon say about the journal?” Magnus asked, breaking 
through Dane’s dream. 

“I think they feel a lot like | do. Of course, Fallon was 
upset that James never knew for sure what happened to his 
Beloved, but they were both happy we found what we did.” 
Dane had resigned himself to the fact that it was Magnus’ 
decision as to what would be done with the information. 

Dane waited for Magnus to swallow his last bite of 
pancake before reaching for the empty plate. “Have you 
decided what to do with the journal?” 

“Usually, ld take my findings and gather all the 
information into an article, but that doesn’t seem like 


enough in this case.” 

Dane set the plates on the table before returning for the 
rest of the items. “So, what’re you thinking?” 

“I don’t know, maybe a book.” With the blanket cleared, 
Magnus stretched out on his back. 

The thought of a book alarmed Dane. He joined Magnus 
on the blanket. “In order to have enough material for a 
book, you'd have to go into detail about James’ relationship 
with his Beloved.” 

“Yeah,” Magnus agreed. He narrowed his eyes. “Are you 
worried about that information getting out and ruining the 
family name?” 

“What?” Dane couldn’t believe Magnus would think such 
a thing. “No! It just bothers me that something so personal 
will be laid out for every bigoted sonofabitch to criticise.” 

Magnus pulled Dane down into his arms. “You’re taking 
this too personally.” 

“How can | not? You have no idea how much time I’ve 
spent on this island, yet | never felt anything for the man 
who built this house. In the last two weeks, I’ve grown to 
care about James. It might sound stupid, but my heart broke 
for him when | found out what he’d gone through. It has 
nothing to do with the fact we're related. | just don’t 
understand how you or anyone could even consider profiting 
from his pain.” 

Dane pulled out of Magnus’ arms and got to his feet. The 
bewildered expression on Magnus’ face said it all. “I need to 
use the bathroom.” What he really needed was to get away 
from Magnus long enough to pull himself together. His chest 
ached as he ran from the room. 

x k x x 

Magnus cleaned up the breakfast dishes before going 
back to the library. Dane was sitting next to the tree, his 
eyes red and swollen. A feeling of unease kept Magnus from 


rushing to Dane’s side. “I’m sorry,” he said. “This wasn’t 
what | had planned.” 

Dane shook his head. “Don’t apologise. I’m the one who 
overreacted.” 

Magnus took several steps towards Dane. “I won’t write 
the book. I’ve been thinking about it, and you're right. | can 
give the facts of what happened here without bringing the 
relationship between James and his Beloved into it.” 

Dane got to his feet. “You would really do that?” 

Magnus crossed the distance between them until he 
stood toe to toe with Dane. “I figured something out while | 
was cutting out all those damn stars.” 

“What was that?” Dane asked. 

“I think | love you,” Magnus confessed. 

“You think?” 

Magnus shrugged. “I’ve never been in love before, but 
when | read the journal | knew exactly how James felt. It 
confused me because | couldn’t figure out how | could feel 
what he was going through.” He gestured to the tree. “But it 
finally dawned on me how | knew when | was making the 
tree decorations. I’m in love.” 

Dane reached out first. He placed his palms on Magnus’ 
chest and looked up at him. “I love you, too.” 

The wall around Magnus’ heart crumbled. He wrapped 
his arms around Dane and kissed him. The warmth of 
Dane’s mouth tasted sweet and it had nothing to do with 
the syrup. Suddenly he couldn’t get close enough. He 
lowered them to the blanket without breaking the kiss and 
began to strip Dane of his sweatpants. 

Magnus ran his hands down Dane’s chest to wrap 
around the length of his hard cock. “You feel good,” Magnus 
said, breaking the kiss. 

Dane pulled Magnus’ dirty T-shirt over his head. He 
buried his fingers in the thick black hair covering Magnus’ 
chest and moaned. “So do you.” 


Magnus was forced to pull away long enough to get out 
of his jeans and underwear, but the momentary break was 
worth it when he covered Dane’s naked body with his own. 
He’d been in the same position dozens of times over the 
previous two weeks, so why did it feel so different? 

Dane pushed against Magnus’ chest until Magnus rolled 
off him. “Too heavy?” Magnus asked. 

“Too hard to touch you,” Dane explained, moving to lie 
on his side. He draped his leg over Magnus’ hip and reached 
for the condoms in Magnus’ discarded jeans. “You still have 
that lube handy?” 

Magnus glanced around and found the small bottle next 
to the galvanised bucket the tree’s root ball rested in. “Got 
it.” He popped the top and applied lubricant to his fingers. “I 
should probably take my time,” he said as he circled Dane’s 
hole with his middle finger. “I’ve fucked, but this is my first 
time making love, and | don’t think | can wait.” He pressed 
inside and began to stretch Dane’s hole, quickly adding a 
second finger. 

“Making love has nothing to do with the time it takes. 
It’s about the feelings involved. Give me your heart and you 
can have everything | own.” Dane tore open a condom 
wrapper and rolled the protection down Magnus’ shaft. 

Magnus withdrew his fingers and replaced them with the 
head of his cock. He eased past the outer ring of muscles 
until he buried his cock as deep as it would go. “More,” he 
groaned, rolling them until he lay on top of Dane. He wished 
he was comfortable sharing his feelings, but he’d never 
done it before. As he began a slow rhythm in and out of 
Dane’s body, he searched for the right thing to say. The 
moment meant too much to him to screw it up by saying 
something stupid. “I love you,” he said, deciding simple was 
better. 

Dane hitched his legs higher on Magnus’ back. “I doubt 
l'Il ever get tired of hearing that.” 


Magnus hoped that was the case. He moved in for 
another deep kiss as he wrapped a hand around Dane’s 
cock. Magnus worked Dane’s cock from base to tip, taking 
time to fondle his balls occasionally, as he continued to 
pound in and out of him. 

Shame filled him when he allowed himself to lose 
control. His climax ripped through his body before he could 
stop it. Never, in all the years he’d been fucking, had he 
allowed himself release before a partner. 

As he struggled to catch his breath, it took all of 
Magnus’ strength to continue to jack Dane’s cock. He pulled 
out and quickly scooted down to swallow Dane’s cock. 
Magnus used his tongue to try and tickle the sensitive area 
just under the head like Dane had done to him. To his 
astonishment, the trick worked just as well on Dane as it 
had on himself. 

“Oh, fuck!” Dane screamed as he came. 

It happened so fast, Magnus wasn’t prepared. He tried to 
swallow, but couldn’t figure out how to do it and not clamp 
down on Dane's cock. With no other choice, Magnus 
removed the cock from his mouth and tried to concentrate 
on catching the seed on his tongue as it shot in short bursts. 

Magnus knew his performance was pitiful. How would he 
be able to look Dane in the eyes after something like that? 
The moment Dane finished coming, Magnus pulled away 
and got to his feet. He removed the condom on his way to 
the downstairs restroom. 

After disposing of the condom, Magnus wet a washcloth 
with warm water. He caught his own gaze in the mirror and 
shook his head. “You really fucked up,” he admonished 
himself. 

He spent several moments getting himself together, 
finally deciding to just apologise for the disastrous 
performance. The first thing he noticed upon re-entering the 
library was Dane biting his thumbnail, a clear sign 
something was wrong. 


Magnus sat down, ready to face the music. “Here.” He 
offered the washcloth to Dane. 

Dane lowered his thumb and took the cloth. “You’re not 
going to tell me things are over between us when we leave 
here, are you?” 

For years, his self-imposed rules had allowed Magnus to 
guard his heart. The fear that he’d be hurt suddenly 
threatened to overwhelm him. He knew his heart wouldn’t 
survive another break. “I wasn’t planning on it. Why? Is that 
what you want?” 

“No.” Dane cupped Magnus’ cheek. “God, no. Just...you 
know, the way you left like that...” 

“| left because | was embarrassed.” 

“Why?” Dane asked. 

“| lost control. It should’ve never happened like that.” 

“You mean because you came first? It’s not a contest.” 
Dane shrugged. “Actually, | was going to say the opposite. It 
made me feel good to see you lose some of that control 
you're so proud of. Made me feel special.” 

“You are special.” Magnus took the washcloth back and 
began to clean Dane. “I just hope | can make you happy.” 

“You already have. You mean everything to me.” Dane 
brushed a kiss across Magnus’ lips. “You’re my beloved.” 

Magnus closed his eyes to hide the sting of tears. He 
knew in that moment what he meant to Dane and he felt 
the same way. “As you are mine,” he whispered. 

* k k OK 

Dane woke several hours later with a crick in his neck. 
He untangled himself from Magnus and scooted out from 
under the blanket. After Magnus’ special gift, his seemed 
stupid in comparison, but he had nothing else to give. 

He ran up to the bedroom and retrieved the small 
wrapped box from the foot of his bed before returning to the 
library. Rejoining Magnus under the blanket, Dane propped 
his head on his hand and watched Magnus sleep. He’d been 


so tired earlier he hadn’t taken the time to realise what a 
future with Magnus could mean. The job as Magnus’ 
teaching assistant wasn’t that big of a deal. He could easily 
afford to quit and he’d only taken the position in the first 
place so he could be closer to Magnus. 

“You're thinking too hard,” Magnus mumbled, his voice 
deep and raspy. 

“Just wondering what'll happen when we go back 
home,” Dane admitted. 

“Whatever we want to happen. Why? You getting 
nervous?” 

“No. More excited than anything. | don’t have you for 
any classes next semester, so that should help. And l'Il help 
you find another TA.” Dane tried to think of another 
graduate student who could easily slide into the job. “A 
woman,” he added. 

Magnus grinned. “Don’t you trust me?” 

“Oh, | trust you, but I’m not the only student with a 
crush on you.” Dane sat up and set the small gift on 
Magnus’ chest. “It’s not much, but | saw it last summer 
when I went to Italy with my parents and thought of you.” 

Magnus looked surprised. “You bought it last summer?” 

“Yeah.” Dane shrugged. “I didn’t even know at the time 
whether I’d have the guts to give it to you, but | got it 
anyway.” 

Magnus carefully unwrapped the present. He took the lid 
off the box and separated the white tissue paper to reveal 
the leather journal. “It’s gorgeous,” he said, running his 
fingertips over the sunburst embossed into the leather. 

“I don’t know if you journal or not, but you’re such a 
secretive person, | figured you might,” Dane explained. 

“| don’t.” Magnus flipped through the blank pages. “I 
never had anything but pain to write about. Since | lived it, | 
never saw the point of recording it on paper.” He set the box 
aside and pulled Dane into his lap. “I think I’d enjoy it now 


though. If you don’t mind, I'd like to record what’s happened 
since we’ve been here.” 

“You mean all the stuff with James?” Dane asked. 

“Nope. | discovered something far more important on 
this trip. | learned that sometimes forgetting the past is the 
only way to forge a future. It was a good lesson to learn, and 
one only you could have taught me. 


Epilogue 

Locked in a heated kiss with Magnus, Dane jumped 
when someone knocked on the car window behind him. 

“You coming in, or do you plan to make out in my 
driveway all night?” Demitri asked. 

“We'll be in once the party starts,” Magnus yelled back. 

Demitri laughed and walked back into the house. 
“Where were we?” Magnus asked, pulling Dane into his 
arms once more. 

“Your friends sure do have a lot of parties.” Dane liked 
Magnus’ friends. They had all been incredibly nice to him 
since Magnus had introduced him as his boyfriend on New 
Year’s Eve, but Dane still hadn’t been able to overcome his 
social anxiety when the entire group got together. 

Magnus licked the fresh bruise on Dane’s neck. “I know, 
but it’s tradition that we watch the Super Bowl together.” He 
scraped his teeth across the hickey. 

“l'm glad | brought a book,” he mumbled. 

A car door slamming caught Dane’s attention. “Oh, 
shit.” 

Magnus sat up and looked around. “What’s he doing 
here?” 

“Good question.” Dane gave Magnus a quick kiss before 
getting out of the car. “Uncle Fallon?” he asked. 

Fallon stopped and spread his arms. “What, no hug?” 

As much as Dane loved his uncle, he didn’t trust him. He 
gave Fallon a hug before stepping back. “Are you here to 
cause problems for Tony and Daniel?” 

“I told you | was working on a business deal with Tony. 
Actually, | was hoping you’d let me stay at your place while 
I’m in town.” 

Dane glanced over his shoulder. Magnus stood on the 
front step with his arms crossed. No matter how many times 
Dane had tried, Magnus and Fallon still didn’t get along. 


“You said you were coming at the end of February. It’s only 
the fifth, so why so early?” 

“I was bored, so | thought I’d head on up. If it’s a 
problem, | can get a hotel.” 

Dane stared at his uncle. “Promise me you’re not going 
to try and come between Tony and Daniel.” 

“Hey, if their relationship is as strong as you Say it is, 
there won't be enough room for me to come between them, 
right?” Fallon reached out and mussed Dane’s hair. “You 
worry too much, Monkey.” 

Magnus cleared his throat. “You ready?” he asked Dane. 

“Yeah.” Dane turned away from his uncle and joined 
Magnus. 

Fallon met them at the front porch and Magnus pulled 
Dane to the side. “Go ahead,” he told Fallon. 

Fallon smirked and went inside the house. 

“Be nice,” Dane whispered in Magnus’ ear. 

“I’m nothing but nice. He’s the one with the chip on his 
shoulder,” Magnus grumbled. 

“He still believes you’re going to write a book about 
James Bennett.” 

“How can | do that when we sealed the journal back in 
the base of the statue? | tell you what; if he honestly thinks 
I’m a man who would go against my word we're going to 
have serious problems.” 

Dane knew deep down the two men were simply too 
much alike. If they both dropped their defences long enough 
to actually get to know each other, they would probably 
become the best of friends. Unfortunately, Dane didn’t see 
that happening any time soon. 

“PIL talk to him,” Dane promised. “I just don’t want 
whatever's going on with the two of you to come between 
us.” 

Magnus looked surprised by the comment. “Why would 
it?” He pulled Dane against him. “I love you. That’s not 
going to change. You're the first good thing to ever come 


into my life. I’m not fool enough to let anything get in the 
way of that.” 

“Good.” Dane wrapped his arms around Magnus’ neck 
and pulled him down for a kiss. “I love you, too, but promise 
me we can skip the annual Valentine’s Day party?” 

“Who said there was a Valentine’s Day party?” 

“Is there?” Dane asked. 

“Yeah, but I’ve never been to it. Of course, I’ve never 
had a Valentine to share the occasion with.” 

“Me neither; and | plan to share it with the man | love 
and no one else.” 

Magnus squeezed Dane’s ass. “I can live with that.” 

* kx x x 

“l'm gonna grab another beer, do you want anything?” 
Magnus asked with a kiss to Dane’s neck. He was glad 
Daniel had asked Dane to play a game. Watching football 
obviously didn’t hold Dane’s attention. At least this way, 
Magnus could still enjoy the game while Dane had fun with 
his friends. 

Dane glanced up from the Scrabble board. “I’m fine.” 

Magnus stole another quick kiss before leaving Dane, 
Bobby and Daniel to continue their game. He walked into 
the kitchen and started to rinse his empty beer bottle. What 
he saw on the deck floored him. Fallon was tongue fucking 
Becket Chandler. “What the hell?” 

Locky, the new activity director at BK House, came into 
the room and opened the fridge. “What’s going on?” 

“Nothing.” Magnus shut off the water and tossed the 
bottle into the recycle bin. “I just can’t believe how fast 
Dane’s uncle works.” 

Locky handed Magnus a beer before glancing out of the 
window. “Oh, fuck! That guy’s gotta be twice Becket’s age.” 
He slammed his beer onto the counter, causing the beer to 
erupt from the bottle before throwing open the back door. 


Magnus managed to get the beer into the sink before 
the foam made too big a mess. He found a dishcloth and 
began to clean up the foam, keeping one eye on the action 
out of the window. He wasn’t sure what the story was, but 
Locky seemed mad as hell at Fallon and Becket. 

When Locky took a swing at Fallon, Magnus knew he 
couldn’t stand by and do nothing. He dropped the dishcloth 
in the sink and opened the back door just in time to see 
Fallon charge Locky in retaliation. 

“Enough!” Magnus yelled, trying to get between the two 
men. 

“He started it,” Fallon said, pushing against Magnus’ 
hold. 

“You started it by coming on to a kid half your fucking 
age,” Locky shot back. 

Magnus happened to catch the satisfied grin on Becket’s 
face before the younger man walked out of the side gate. 
Mmm-hmm. Magnus had a good idea about what was going 
on. He shook Fallon to get his attention. “Get hold of 
yourself.” 

Magnus glanced over his shoulder at Locky. “You’d 
better go make sure Becket’s okay.” 

Locky tore his angered gaze from Fallon to look around 
the deck. “Where'd he go?” 

“Side gate,” Magnus answered. 

Before Locky left, he pointed his finger at Fallon. “You 
keep your fucking hands off the kids in my dorm.” 

Once he was left alone with Fallon, Magnus released 
him. “I think you were just used,” he informed Fallon. 

Fallon touched his kiss-swollen lips. “Yeah, well, if the 
guy wants to use me, who am I to complain?” 

“Do yourself a favour and stay away from him.” Magnus 
turned to go back into the house. 

“You think I’m afraid of you?” Fallon asked Magnus’ 
retreating back. 


With his hand on the doorknob, Magnus turned to stare 
at Fallon. Although he’d love to prove to him why he should 
be afraid, his first thought was for Dane. “Look, I’m not the 
bad guy here. There’s obviously something going on 
between those two. I’m just trying to save you the trouble.” 

Fallon broke eye contact to look towards the side gate. 
“Maybe | don’t need you to save me. Anything’s better than 
nothing.” 

There was something in the way Fallon said it that didn’t 
match up with the man Magnus believed Fallon to be. “No, 
take it from me. You can spend your life fucking a different 
guy every night, but all it takes is one time in the arms of a 
man you love to make you realise you’ve never truly known 
what it means to be with someone.” 

Fallon winced. “That’s my nephew you're talking about.” 

“Yeah, but he’s also the best thing that’s ever happened 
to me. You and | don’t have to like each other, but | don’t 
plan on going anywhere, so maybe it would be easier if we 
learned to get along.” 

Fallon straightened his heavy wool topcoat. “If you had a 
son, would you approve of him dating someone like you?” 

Magnus had no doubt Fallon thought he was after 
Dane’s money, but nothing could be further from the truth. 
For years, Magnus had exerted control over people so they 
didn’t get close enough to see his damaged heart. All that 
had changed when he’d opened himself to Dane’s love. 
Dane made him feel like the luckiest man in the world. Even 
after learning everything there was to know about Magnus’ 
childhood, Dane still believed he was worthy. 

Looking at the man in the two-thousand-dollar coat, 
Magnus nodded. “Yeah, | would. Dane believes in me. Maybe 
that’s all | ever needed. Maybe that’s all anybody needs.” 

Magnus left Fallon on the porch and walked back into the 
dining room. “How’s the game?” he asked Dane. 

“Daniel’s trying to skunk us, but I’m not giving up,” 
Dane mumbled, concentrating on his tiles. He glanced up at 


Magnus. “Thanks, you must be my good luck charm.” He 
gathered his letters and began laying them out on the 
board. B-E-L-O-V-E-D 
“Perfect,” Magnus said, kissing the top of Dane’s head. 
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Grady Nash held Sidney Wilk’s hand as the minister led 
the final prayer. The last few days had been hard on 
everyone, but Sidney seemed to take Alan Ballentine’s 
death especially hard. 

“Amen,” the gathered mourners said. 

One by one, Alan’s immediate family stepped up to the 
coffin to take a white rose from the spray of flowers. Josh 
Ballentine, one of Sidney’s oldest friends, turned and 
motioned him forward. 

Sidney shook his head, prompting Nash to squeeze his 
hand. “I think he’s trying to tell you something,” Nash 
whispered. 

“I’m not immediate family,” Sidney mumbled. 

“Yes you are.” Nash wrapped his arm around Sidney’s 
waist and encouraged him a step at a time towards the 
waiting Ballentine family. 

Josh was the first to pull Sidney out of Nash’s embrace 
and into his arms. “I love you,” Josh told Sidney. 

“| love you, too,” Sidney whispered in return. 

As Nash watched, each of the Ballentine brothers did 
their best to convince Sidney he was, indeed, part of the 
family. When Nash was tapped on the shoulder, he turned to 
see Peter. “Hey,” Nash said in sympathy. 

“You didn’t think you were going to escape without a 
hug, did you?” Peter asked, wrapping his arms around Nash. 

Alan’s sudden heart attack had shaken everyone. 
Although he refused to let his partner of eighteen years see 


how worried he was, old fears began to creep inside Nash’s 
head. Watching the way Sidney and the Ballentine brothers 
had immediately surrounded Maggie made Nash feel better, 
but he couldn’t help but wonder whether Sidney would hold 
up as well in Maggie’s position. 

“I don’t think my mom’s going to give up Sidney’s hand 
anytime soon,” Peter told Nash. “You can ride with us back 
to the house.” 

Nash waited until he could catch Sidney’s gaze. He 
gestured to Peter before pointing towards the rented 
minivan. Sidney nodded and blew Nash a kiss. “Okay,” Nash 
told Peter. 

Nash shook a few more hands and received a quick hug 
from each of the brothers before following Peter to the van. 
Bobbi, pregnant with twins, sat in the front seat. “What’re 
we watching?” Nash asked Peter’s four-year-old daughter, 
Kati, as he joined her in the back of the minivan. 

“Tangled,” Kati replied. She looked at Nash. “Have you 
seen it?” 

“Nope, can’t say that | have.” Nash glanced up at the 
small TV screen mounted to the interior roof. “I would’ve 
loved one of those when I was a kid.” 

Nash realised Kati had already lost interest in him and 
was back to her movie. He reached out and laid a hand on 
Bobbi’s shoulder. “How're you doing?” 

“I’m okay. How’s Sidney doing?” Bobbi asked. 

Bobbi knew Sidney almost as well as she knew Nash. 
There had been a time when Nash was jealous of the fiery 
redheaded woman, but he soon realised how much laughter 
Bobbi brought into Sidney’s life. “He’s trying to keep it 
together, but | heard him crying in the shower this 
morning.” 

“I was afraid of that.” Bobbi leaned her cheek against 
the back of Nash’s hand. “I tried to talk to him last night, 
but he refused to talk about Alan.” 


“| don’t think refused is the right word,” Peter cut in. “He 
was too emotional.” 

“Yeah,” Nash agreed. “I fought the urge to jump in the 
shower with him, but decided to let him deal with it in his 
own way. | was there when his mom died, and his bastard of 
a father didn’t allow him to mourn. And, of course, Sidney 
didn’t feel for his own father the way he felt about Alan. | 
think this is the first time he’s been allowed to find his own 
way through the death of someone he loved.” 

“Dad loved both of you,” Peter said. 

Nash nodded. “I know, and | loved him too, but | think 
it’s different for Sidney. | had a really great dad growing up, 
but Sidney...” 

“Yeah, | think that’s why Dad enjoyed spending time 
with Sidney.” Peter chuckled. “I guess when you grow up 
with great parents you start to take them for granted 
somewhere along the way. Sidney wasn’t liked that, and 
both my folks ate it up his adoration whenever he was 
around.” 

They arrived at the Ballentine home a few minutes later. 
There were already quite a few cars in the driveway, people 
gathering to pay their respects. Nash hated the particular 
ritual. When his father was killed in the line of duty, well- 
wishers had invaded Nash’s home for days. It wasn’t until 
he was finally left alone with his mother that they were 
allowed to truly grieve for the greatest man Nash had ever 
known. 

“Nash? Are you getting out?” Bobbi asked. 

Nash shook his head. He’d been so lost in thought he 
hadn’t even noticed Peter taking Kati out of her car seat. 
“Did Sidney ever tell you about the day of his mother’s 
funeral?” 

Bobbi leaned against the open sliding door and smiled. 
“No. He doesn’t talk much about his life before you.” 

“Even as a boy, there was something about Sidney that 
drew me to him, only back then it was the need to protect 


"m 


him. 

“You're still protecting him,” Bobbi added. 

“We protect each other. At first | looked after him as a 
favour to Sidney’s mom. When Elizabeth knew the cancer 
would take her, she worried about Sidney. Hell, Jackson 
wasn’t exactly father material, even then. So, when 
Elizabeth asked me to keep an eye on Sidney, it was a 
promise | couldn’t break, no matter how many times Jackson 
tried to run me off the ranch.” 

“And look at the two of you now,” Bobbi said. 

“Yeah, but sometimes, like today, when | look at him, | 
still see that lost little ten-year-old he was when his mom 
died.” Nash swallowed around the lump of emotion lodged 
in his throat. “I don’t think he’s strong enough to survive if 
something happens to me.” 

Bobbi sat on the minivan’s floorboard and rested her 
hand on Nash’s knee. “Is there something you're not telling 
me?” 

Nash realised Bobbi had misinterpreted what he'd said. 
“No, I’m feeling okay right now.” He subconsciously rubbed 
his chest. “But we both know | could have another heart 
attack, and maybe next time | won’t be as lucky. | keep 
telling myself not to dwell on it, but when you love 
something as deeply as | love Sidney, it’s hard not to worry.” 

Bobbi looked up at Nash with tears in her eyes. “I buried 
my father-in-law today. I’m not ready to bury you, too, but if 
it ever happens, Sidney has a lot of people who love him.” 

“I know.” 

“And we'll help him through it,” Bobbi continued. “In the 
meantime, I’m going to do everything in my power to make 
sure you take care of yourself. Just because | said we’d help 
Sidney cope if something happens to you, doesn’t mean we 
want to.” 

Nash cupped Bobbi’s cheek. The kooky redhead always 
nagged Peter about eating right. Nash knew she did it out of 
love, so he doubted he’d mind being on the receiving end of 


her watchful eyes. “Okay.” He gestured to the arriving 
limousine. “Sidney’ll be jealous if he sees us sitting alone 
together.” 

Bobbi grinned. “Yeah, he’s always wanted me for 
himself.” 

Nash helped Bobbi to her feet before climbing out of the 
van. He watched as Sidney got out of the limo and started 
towards the house, unaware he was being watched. “He just 
keeps getting sexier,” he mumbled. 

“Save it for him.” Bobbi rubbed her third trimester baby 
bump and hooked her arm around Nash’s. “If | don’t get off 
my feet, my ankles are going to explode.” 

“Wouldn’t want that.” Nash escorted Bobbi up the front 
steps. Before releasing her, he gave her a hug. “Thank you,” 
he whispered in her ear. “And l'Il hold you to your promise.” 

* kx x x 

Once the house emptied of neighbours, colleagues, and 
friends from the country club, everyone slipped into 
comfortable clothing and sat down to a dinner. Sidney 
pointed towards a covered dish. “What’s that one?” 

Butch took the lid off and peered inside. “Some kind of 
broccoli bacon crunchy stuff,” he replied, turning up his 
nose. 

Sidney glanced at Maggie. “Don’t any of your friends 
believe in carbs?” 

Maggie gave him her best smile. “Check the blue dish. | 
Suspect you'll find Penny’s homemade macaroni and 
cheese.” 

Sidney dove for the dish before Butch could beat him to 
it. “Mine.” 

Butch took the food out of Sidney’s hands. “Oh, really, 
you think you’re big enough to take it from me?” 

Maggie cleared her throat. “Boys, there’s plenty to go 
around.” 

Butch set the dish down. “Sorry.” 


Sidney bit his bottom lip to keep from laughing at the 
chastised expression on Butch’s face. He felt Nash’s hand 
on his leg and quickly wiped the smile from his face. “You 
can have it,” he told Butch. 

Nash had fully embraced Sidney’s friends as if they had 
been his own for years, but dear brooding Butch was the 
one and only friend Nash had brought into Sidney’s life. 
Sidney reached under the table and squeezed Nash's hand. 

“To be honest, I’m not that hungry,” Butch replied. “l 
think | ate about half that plate of fried chicken earlier. | was 
just yankin’ your chain.” 

Sidney chuckled. “Yeah, well keep your hands off my 
chain.” He began to fill his plate with a little of this and a 
little of that. The rest of the meal continued in relative 
silence with only the occasional comment. “Nash and Il 
clean up,” Sidney said once everyone had finished. 

“Don’t be ridiculous. We can all pitch in and get it done,” 
Luke argued. 

“Says the guy who always gets out of cleaning because 
he can’t reach the sink,” Zac mocked. 

Instead of firing back at his baby brother, Luke gave Zac 
his most pitiful expression. “I can’t help that my legs don’t 
work. Believe me; I’d do dishes every meal if only | could 
walk again.” 

Sidney reared back as Zac’s napkin flew across the table 
towards Luke. Butch snatched the ivory linen out of the air 
before it could connect with its intended target. 

“Sell that load of bullshit to someone else,” Zac said 
before laughing. 

“Language,” Maggie scolded. 

Zac stood and began clearing the table. “Sorry, Mom, 
but you know Luke always starts trouble knowing we can’t 
kick his ass anymore.” 

Butch crossed his arms, knowing how intimidating his 
massive biceps were. “You got that right.” 

Luke snorted. “Like you ever kicked my ass. Please.” 


Zac spun around with plates in his hands, a fork 
dropping to the floor. “Ask Dad, he’ll remind you of...” Zac’s 
voice died off as his words sank in. “Oh, God,” he gasped. 
Zac barely managed to get the plates safely to the counter 
before rushing from the room. 

In unison, Peter, Eric and Josh got to their feet, ready to 
go after their baby brother. “lIl handle it,” Maggie said. 

Sidney sat in awe of the Ballentine matriarch as she 
calmly rose and left the room. Once again he felt like an 
intruder. He looked around the table at the brothers. “I was 
serious about the dishes. Why don’t you guys go take it 
easy.” 

“I'll help,” Butch offered. 

“So will 1,” JJ chimed in. 

“Sorry, boys, but | should go lay down,” Bobbi said. “I'll 
deal with breakfast. | promise.” 

“Hey, I’m the king of the kitchen. No way I’m sharing my 
throne,” Sidney replied, shooing Bobbi out of the room. He 
turned to look at the mess. “Okay.” He clapped his hands 
together. “Nash can help me with the dishes. Butch, you and 
JJ) are on trash and general clean-up.” 

“Damn, brother, you take this king shit seriously,” JJ 
said, carrying plates to the sink. 

“It’s good to be the king,” Sidney declared without 
remorse. 

While Sidney filled the sink with hot, soapy water, Nash 
put away the dishes in the dishwasher. Normally, the 
kitchen would be alive with conversation as the four of them 
worked, but the mood was subdued, each of them dealing 
with Alan’s death in their own way. 

Strong arms wrapped around Sidney from behind, Nash 
pressing against him. “You doing okay?” Nash asked, kissing 
Sidney’s neck. 

Sidney didn’t answer immediately. He tilted his head to 
the side and let Nash continue to kiss him. “I’m just sad, but 
I'll be okay.” He turned around and pressed his cheek 


against Nash’s chest. “Do you think | would’ve turned out 
differently if I'd had parents like Maggie and Alan?” 

“Your mother was a lot like Maggie.” 

“How so?” Sidney asked. 

“Well, | Know she was strong like Maggie.” 

“Not strong enough to stand up to my father. Do you 
think Maggie would’ve allowed Alan to hit one of the boys in 
anger? | don’t know if it’s because | lost her when | was so 
young or not, but I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately. | 
idealised her as the perfect mother for years because she 
was gone and it was easier to blame my dad. | don’t know 
why Alan’s death has made everything so clear all the 
sudden.” Sidney looked up into Nash’s eyes. “But it has.” 

“Elizabeth was in love with a man she was also afraid of. 
| can’t pretend to understand why she stayed, but | believe 
she was as much of a victim of your father as you were. 
What | do know is that she loved you so much she begged 
me to watch over you. She may not have had the strength 
to stand up to Jackson, but she’d hoped | did.” 

“And you did.” Sidney’s past may still confuse him, but 
his present couldn’t have been more clear. “Have | ever told 
you how grateful | am you were there for me? Even though 
you promised my mom you would look out for me, my dad 
made your life hell when you worked on the ranch. Most 
men would’ve said fuck it and left, but you didn’t, and l'Il be 
eternally in your debt for that.” 

“Really? So does that mean | can skip helping with the 
dishes?” Nash asked. 

“No. That means you have exclusive access to my thirty- 
eight-year old ass anytime you want it.” 

“The same goes for my forty-six-year old cock.” Nash 
chuckled and pressed his body closer to Sidney. 

“Are you two doing the dishes or not?” Butch asked. 

Sidney reached down and palmed the front of Nash’s 
Suit pants. “Later.” 


* kK k xk 


While Sidney cooked breakfast, Nash took a moment to 
have coffee with Maggie on the sun porch. He wasn’t sure 
what to say, and Maggie seemed content to just sit, so 
that’s what they did. 

“I want to sell the house and move to Chicago,” Maggie 
suddenly announced. 

Nash could tell it hadn’t been an easy decision for the 
older woman. He nodded. “Then that’s what you should do.” 

“It’s not that easy. When | mentioned it to Josh he got 
very upset. Said he’d start using again if | left him.” 

“You can’t let him hold you hostage like that. | know how 
much you love him, but you also have to realise a bad day 
at work could push him off the wagon just as easily.” Nash 
set down his cup and reached for Maggie’s hand. “I’ve made 
my feelings about Josh pretty clear over the years, but I'll 
talk to him if you'd like me to.” 

“| doubt he'll listen.” 

“Maybe not, but | owe it to you and Sidney to at least 
try.” It wouldn’t be easy. Nash was furious with Josh for 
putting Maggie in the position in the first place. “Do you 
know where he’s at?” 

Maggie pointed towards the back shed. “Smoking. It 
doesn’t seem to matter how old that boy gets, he still 
believes he needs to hide that nasty habit from me.” 

Nash smiled. “We all try to hide our nasty habits from 
you.” 

“And none of you have been successful,” Maggie 
returned. 

Nash finished his coffee before kissing Maggie on the 
cheek. Even such a simple gesture served to remind him 
how frail Maggie had become. Although she had done an 
excellent job of caring for her skin, it was thinning with age. 
Not only had she nursed Luke back to health after the car 
accident that had paralyzed him, but she’d seen Josh 


through countless setbacks in his drug addiction. “Let me 
try again,” he told her. 

“Wear a coat,” she reminded him. 

Nash grinned as he borrowed Butch’s coat, hanging 
beside the door. As he walked across the yard, Nash pulled 
the coat collar up to protect his neck from the cold wind. He 
rounded the corner of the shed. “Your mom said I’d find you 
out here.” 

“Yeah, what can | say, it’s always been my favourite 
hiding place,” Josh returned. 

Nash stuck his hands in the coat pockets and leaned 
against the shed. “I heard you don’t want Maggie to sell the 
house.” 

“Butt out.” 

“I can’t do that.” Nash shook his head. “I always knew 
you were a selfish prick, but | had no idea you were capable 
of being this cruel.” 

“Call me what you want, Nash. | don’t give a fuck what 
you think of me. Tomorrow will come and everyone will go 
back to their perfect little lives, and lII still be here. Mom is 
the only thing that | have left, and l'Il be damned if l'Il let 
you take her away from me.” 

“No one’s taking her away. How could you even think 
that?” 

Josh lit another cigarette, blowing the smoke directly in 
Nash’s face. “Because you took Sidney away from me, and 
he took my family. Do you think I’m blind? Sidney was my 
friend. | pitied him for having a father like Jackson, so | 
invited him home with me. Not only did he move right in, 
but he took my place. Every time we're all together, it’s 
obvious my brothers love him more than they do me.” 

“Bullshit. They may like Sidney better, but that’s 
completely your fault. You’re the one who’s put them 
through hell time and time again. They love you, | can 
promise you that, but they’re all afraid to count on you for 


anything. Don’t you dare blame Sidney for your own 
mistakes.” 

“So why should | even try? If everyone’s going to see me 
as a fuck-up anyway, why the hell have | been fighting so 
hard to stay clean?” 

Nash moved to stand toe to toe with Josh. He clenched 
his hands in frustration, knowing he could hurt a lot of 
people if he told Josh exactly what he thought of him. “You 
stay clean because you love them as much as they love 
you. There’s not a damn person in that house that doesn’t 
worry about you every single day.” 

“I noticed you didn’t include yourself in that sweet plea,” 
Josh said with a sneer on his face. 

“I’ve never pretended to be your friend, but | know what 
you mean to the man | love. Come to Chicago and build a 
new life for yourself among people you love.” 

“I might consider it for no other reason than to drive you 
crazy.” 

“You could try, but l'Il call the cops if | find out you’re 
using again,” Nash promised. 
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